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F 

irst came the buses, then 
the bulldozers and sledge-
hammers. In a massive 
operation that took more 
than three days, most of 

the estimated 10,000 economic 
migrants and refugees living in the 
Calais Jungle were relocated and 
the camp demolished.

It ended in fire, with tents and 
makeshift structures set ablaze on 
the final day of the operation. Many 
media outlets reported that the fires 
were started by angry migrants as 
a final gesture of defiance before 
leaving the camp but human rights 
activists blamed people affiliated 
with the “No Borders” anarchist 
collective.

French officials quickly labelled 
the demolition of the Calais Jungle 
a success but many refugees and 
migrants remained in the charred 
remains of the camp and the 

surrounding area. Some said they 
would be content to stay in France 
but others said they would continue 
to seek a way to enter the United 
Kingdom.

“France is a good country but just 
not right for me and my situation,” 
said a 32-year-old Afghan who 
refused to divulge his full name. 
“I am going to stay and I will build 
another jungle,” he was quoted as 
saying by international media.

Questions remain as to what the 
future holds for the thousands of 
migrants and refugees who either 
would not or could not register 

with the French authorities for 
relocation from Calais and remain 
in northern France. Or what the 

future holds for migrants and 
refugees who are housed in the 
more than 160 reception centres 

across France for the next four 
months.

“Nothing is clear at the moment. 
The government wants to calm 
everything down. But so far we 
haven’t seen any sign that this 
situation will be resolved, said 
French human rights activist 
Yasser Louati, who monitored the 
demolition in Calais.

There are fears that the demolition 
of the Jungle will create a newer, 
harder-to-monitor mini-Calais, 
particularly as many migrants and 
refugees appear committed to enter 
Britain to join family members.

“Yes, that’s bound to happen and 
who can blame those refugees? We 
are still monitoring the situation. 
We have seen people who have 
sought to go to Brittany in western 
France [from Calais]. We can expect 
to see more information coming 
out about mini-Calais in the coastal 
areas and the countryside,” Louati 
said.

Mahmud el-Shafey is an Arab 
Weekly correspondent in London.

Washington

W 

ith US presidential 
elections in the final 
week of campaign-
ing, Republican Par-
ty candidate Donald 

Trump unleashed a scathing attack 
on Democrat Hillary Clinton’s sug-
gestion that she would pursue a 
more assertive policy towards Syria.

By risking a confrontation with 
Russian forces, Trump said, Clin-
ton’s proposed “no-fly zone” in the 
air and “safe zones” on the ground 
would “end up in World War III over 
Syria”.

Trump said Clinton’s harsh 
rhetoric against Russian President 
Vladimir Putin would make it dif-
ficult for her to negotiate with the 
Russian leader effectively were she 
to become president. “How is she 
going to go back and negotiate with 
this man who she has made to be so 
evil?” Trump said.

Trump said the United States 
should focus on fighting the Islamic 
State (ISIS), not the Syrian govern-
ment of President Bashar Assad. 
“Assad is secondary to me, to ISIS,” 
Trump said. He added that by fight-
ing Assad, the United States is fight-
ing Russia and Iran as well, the As-
sad regime’s two allies.

Trump has consistently argued 
that the United States and Russia 
should be cooperating in Syria to 
defeat ISIS.

Trump’s comments were in part a 
reaction to the Clinton campaign’s 
continuing assertion that he is un-
fit to be president because of his 
volatile temperament. A recent 
television campaign ad for Clinton 
features a retired US military officer 
sitting near what appears to be the 
launch controls of a nuclear missile 
silo. “The thought of Donald Trump 
with nuclear weapons scares me to 
death. It should scare everyone,” 
the former officer says.

Another ad by a pro-Clinton po-
litical group depicts mushroom 

clouds and scenes of the ruins of Hi-
roshima, Japan, following the atom-
ic bomb attack that destroyed it.

Clinton’s campaign denied 
Trump’s assertion and noted that in 
the last debate Clinton had declared 
that establishment of a no-fly zone 
would come only after dialogue 

with Russia. Clinton spokesman 
Jesse Lehrich said Trump was 
merely “parroting Putin’s talking 
points” while “refusing to lay out 
any plans of his own for defeating 
ISIS or alleviating humanitarian suf-
fering in Syria”.

However, some experts have 
warned that there were indeed seri-
ous risks if the United States were 
to pursue a more confrontational 
policy in Syria.

Matthew Rojansky, a senior Rus-
sian scholar at the Woodrow Wilson 
Center in Washington, told Politico 
that “if you trace out the trajec-
tory of most things that candidate 
Clinton has said and most things 

that President Putin has said, they 
intersect at conflict.” Rojanksy said 
it was conceivable that Russia or 
Russian-backed forces might shoot 
down a US plane in Syria, creating a 
dangerous escalatory situation.

“Does it guarantee you we go to 
war? No, but we do go to Defcon 
1,” Rojansky said, referring to the 
first step in the US military’s nu-
clear readiness system. Defcon 1 
has been informally described as “a 
cocked pistol”.

Mark Habeeb is East-West editor of 
The Arab Weekly.

Calais Jungle demolished but migration crisis endures
Mahmud el-Shafey

Migrants wait near a Calais city limit sign near the migrant camp 
in Calais, northern France, on October 26th, 2016, during a mas-
sive operation to clear the squalid settlement.                                (AFP)

Questions remain 
as to what the 
future holds for 
the thousands 
of migrants and 
refugees who 
refused to register.

Demonstrators take part in a protest against US Republican Party presidential candidate Donald 
Trump, last March, in New York City.

Trump said 
Clinton’s proposals 
could “end up in 
World War III over 
Syria”.
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T 

he military assault to 
liberate the Iraqi city of 
Mosul from the Islamic 
State (ISIS) completed its 
second week with signs of 

progress as well as push-backs from 
the militants.

More than 30,000 Iraqi forces 
and allied Kurdish peshmerga fight-
ers, are taking part in the operation, 
which is supported by US, French 
and British air cover.

Despite the objection of Iraq’s 
central government, the Turkish 
military is also taking part in the 
anti-ISIS operation with 500 troops 
supporting the Kurdish forces that 
liberated Bashiqa.

Some 60 countries are part of 
the international anti-ISIS coali-
tion but the estimated 3,000-6,000 
militants inside Mosul remain diffi-
cult to evict from the city, in which 
more than 1 million civilians are 
trapped.

“We estimate [that Iraqi forces 
have] probably killed about 800-
900 Islamic State fighters,” US Army 
General Joseph Votel, who heads 
the US military’s Central Com-
mand, told Agence France-Presse.

The Turkish foreign minister said 
Turkey’s tank and artillery fire from 
the Bashiqa camp killed 17 ISIS 
fighters.

Iraqi authorities said about 90 vil-
lages and towns around Mosul have 
been taken back from ISIS since the 
offensive began October 17th.

Among the liberated areas were 
the villages of Fazliya and Staff al-

Tut in the Tigris River valley. They 
include the highly symbolic victory 
of liberating the Christian village 
Bartella, whose church bells had 
not rung since its capture by ISIS 
two years ago.

Coinciding with the offensive 
against ISIS in Mosul, two Yazidi 
women activists were announced 
as the winners of the European Par-
liament’s prestigious Sakharov hu-
man rights prize. Nadia Murad and 
Lamia Haji Bashar, who escaped 
from ISIS in Iraq, dedicated the 
prize to the victims of the militant 
group’s campaign of enslavement 
and rape.

In Baghdad, the US special envoy 
for the global coalition to counter 
ISIS, Brett McGurk, said the Mosul 
liberation operation “is very much 
on plan”.

“All axes of advance have made 
the progress that we expected at 
this stage of the operation,” he said. 
“Some are ahead of schedule.”

ISIS militants have sought to 
open new battle fronts outside Mo-
sul, including attacks in Kirkuk and 
Rutba, but the attempts failed.

“Daesh is trying to launch spoil-
er attacks,” said McGurk, using an 
Arabic acronym for ISIS. He added 
that the Iraqi forces, backed by coa-
lition air strikes in Kirkuk and Rut-
ba, foiled attempts by the militants.

Complications, however, sur-
faced as a result of the ISIS assault 
in the multiethnic city of Kirkuk, 
which led to the death of dozens of 
security forces as well as civilians.

UN officials said they were con-
cerned about evidence showing 
Sunni Arab families in Kirkuk were 
suffering from collective punish-
ment at the hands of Kurdish secu-

rity forces, which accused the ci-
vilians of being part of ISIS sleeper 
cells.

Aid workers reported that sev-
eral hundred Arab families were in-
formed by Kurdish security forces 
that they must leave voluntarily or 
would be forced out.

Human Rights Watch (HRW) said 
the security forces of the Kurdistan 
Regional Government (KRG) arbi-
trarily detained males over the age 
of 15 who were fleeing Mosul and 
Hawija for security screening that 
could last weeks.

“By categorically detaining men 
and boys 15 and over fleeing ISIS-
held territory as possible terrorism 
suspects, KRG authorities are ig-
noring basic due process guaran-
tees under Iraqi and international 

law,” said Lama Fakih, HRW’s dep-
uty Middle East director. “No one 
should be detained unless there is 
reason to suspect them personally 
of criminal activity.”

“We understand the practical 
need for security screening but de-
taining all men and boys aged 15 
and over simply because of where 
they are living is discriminatory 
and these vulnerable people are 
being denied the protection they 
should be getting,” Fakih said. “Giv-
en what these men and boys have 
already endured, screening should 
be carried out quickly in a way that 
respects individual rights.”

More than 11,700 people had 
been displaced since the military 
offensive began, Iraq’s Ministry of 
Displacement and Migration said.

ISIS has reportedly executed civil-
ians attempting to flee, used others 
as human shields, deployed crude 
chemical weapons and torched oil 
fields, which led to breathing prob-
lems for locals.

The World Health Organisation 
said it expected 200,000 people to 
require emergency health services 
once people in Mosul were able to 
flee.

As the campaign to liberate Mo-
sul continued, Western and Turk-
ish officials have been discussing 
the possibility of launching a mili-
tary offensive against Raqqa, ISIS’s 
stronghold in Syria.

Mamoon Alabbasi is an Arab 
Weekly contributing editor based 
in London.

In battle for Mosul, ISIS hunted but still a threat
Mamoon Alabbasi

An Iraqi soldier stands next to detained men accused of being Islamic State fighters, at a check point 
in Qayyarah, south of Mosul, Iraq, October 27th.                                                                   (Reuters)

The estimated 
3,000-6,000 
militants inside 
Mosul remain 
difficult to evict from 
the city.

More than 30,000 
Iraqi forces and 
allied Kurdish 
peshmerga fighters, 
are taking part in the 
operation.

News & Analysis Iraq

An Iraqi Kurdish peshmerga fighter in Nawran 
village, some 10km north-east of Mosul.

Iraq can’t afford to repeat mistakes in Mosul

T 

here is an expression 
attributed to the late 
American baseball 
player Yogi Berra: “It’s 
like déjà vu all over 
again.” It is a funny way 

of saying we have been down this 
path before and, as the battle for 
Mosul continues, it is increasingly 
looking like a path we have been 
down before in Iraq.

It goes something like this: 
Prepare a battle plan of overwhelm-
ing forces against an enemy with 
limited resources but do not think 
about what you will do after you 
win the battle.

It is what the United States did in 
2003, when it defeated the forces of 
Saddam Hussein but failed to con-
sider what would happen afterward. 
This doomed the country to more 
than a decade of continuing conflict 
and seeded the ground for the crea-
tion of the Islamic State (ISIS).

If it is not careful, Iraq is poised to 
do the same thing in Mosul.

There is a rushed feeling to the 
government’s attempt to take back 
the city, no doubt caused by Iraqi 
Prime Minister Haider al-Abadi’s 
promise to retake Mosul before the 
end of 2016 and US President Barack 
Obama’s desire to hand ISIS a major 
defeat before the end of his term in 
January.

Some Iraqi officials, however, said 
they worried that the military effort 
is being pushed too fast, before the 

country’s politicians can agree on 
how this multi-ethnic, multi-sec-
tarian city in an area dominated by 
Sunnis should be governed.

Turmoil in Iraq’s political struc-
ture is also of concern. Shia cleric 
Muqtada al-Sadr seems deter-
mined to be more than a nuisance 
and former prime minister Nuri 
al-Maliki has never stopped trying 
to find a way back to power.

In Kurdistan, differences 
between the Patriotic Union of 
Kurdistan and the Kurdish Demo-
cratic Party about how to deal with 
Baghdad have kept its parliament 
closed for more than a year.

Meanwhile, the country’s Sunni 
Arabs feel alienated by the entire 
enterprise.

Also, Iraq’s combined 
forces of elite 

government 
counterterror-

ism troops, 
Shia militia 
gunmen and 
Kurdish per-

shmerga fight-
ers are work-
ing together, 

in a fashion, 
because they have 

a common enemy. 
Once that enemy is 

defeated, however, there is a 
danger these forces could fall 
to fighting among themselves 
as they struggle to see who 
will control Mosul.

There is also the presence 
of Turkish troops to the north 

of the city, as Turkish President 
Recep Tayyip Erdogan seems 
determined to play a role in Mosul 
governance.

It is also important that the 

United States does not allow Mosul 
to become another Ramadi or Fal-
luja. After victories in those cities, 
local Sunnis were victimised by 
Shia militias that saw anyone who 
remained in the city under ISIS 
rule as a co-conspirator.

Amid these problems, the ques-
tion of what to do in Mosul after 
the defeat of ISIS is still on the 
table.

The mistake not to be repeated 
— the main one made by the 
United States country-wide in 
2003 — is to create a governing 
structure that rigidly adheres to 
the ethnic and sectarian make-up 
of the city. It would be much wiser 
to create a government that can 
deal with the real problems that 
will face the city after the battle, 
a city government more attuned 
to the reconstruction that will be 
needed and the return of everyday 
life, not one that will spend all its 
time arguing about identity rather 
than ideas.

It remains to be seen whether 
these different factions can be 
cajoled to work together to restore 
Mosul to its political and cultural 
importance. It is a process that 
should have started a long time 
ago. The sad truth is that any effort 
now may be too little too late and 
Mosul, just like Iraq itself, will be 
doomed to deal for many years 
with communal conflict, revenge 
killings and no effective way to 
help its displaced population.

Tom Regan, a columnist at 
factsandopinion.com, previously 
worked for the Christian Science 
Monitor, National Public Radio, the 
Boston Globe and the Canadian 
Broadcasting Corporation.

Tom Regan

View point

Mosul will be doomed to deal 
for many years with communal 
conflict and no effective way to 
help its displaced population.
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T 

ensions between Turkey 
and Iraq over the bat-
tle for Mosul are signs of 
deep divisions over who 
will hold power in areas 

of Iraq and Syria liberated from the 
Islamic State (ISIS).

Despite Iraqi protests, Turkey 
insists on playing a role along with 
Baghdad’s forces, Kurdish militias 
and a US-led international coalition 
to drive ISIS out of Mosul. Turkish 
Foreign Minister Mevlut Cavusoglu 
said artillery deployed in a camp 
in Bashiqa, north-west of Mosul, 
had killed close to 20 ISIS fighters 
since the start of the offensive Oc-
tober 17th. Turkey said its soldiers 
in Bashiqa were training anti-ISIS 
rebels.

Cavusoglu said four Turkish 
fighter jets were part of the coa-
lition’s fleet of warplanes. “We 
are everywhere in the Mosul op-
eration,” the minister told Turkish 
broadcaster 24 TV.

Iraqi Prime Minister Haider al-
Abadi demanded Turkish troops 
withdraw from Bashiqa. The fight 
for Mosul is an “Iraqi battle”, Abadi 
said after talks October 22nd with 
US Defense Secretary Ashton Carter 
in Baghdad.

As Abadi spoke, Turkish Presi-
dent Recep Tayyip Erdogan fanned 
the flames by alluding to his coun-
try’s Ottoman past, when Turks 
ruled the region around Mosul and 
Kirkuk before the fall of the Otto-
man empire following World War I. 
“Kirkuk was ours. Mosul was ours,” 
Erdogan declared.

Sectarian and regional tensions 
play a role. Sunni power Turkey is 
concerned that the Shia govern-
ment in Baghdad — and, by exten-

sion, Abadi’s ally Iran — may try to 
pressure the majority Sunni popu-
lation of Mosul. Ankara warned 
against the participation of Shia mi-
litia in the Mosul operation.

“The demographic structure of 
the city must not be spoiled,” Turk-
ish Prime Minister Binali Yildirim 
said earlier in October. “We are 
watching very carefully.” Ankara 
is also concerned that the Kurdis-
tan Workers’ Party (PKK), which is 
fighting for Kurdish self-rule in Tur-
key, may try to create a power base 
around Mosul.

The Turkish-Iraqi spat has left 
the United States, which sees both 
countries as important allies in the 
fight against ISIS, in a quandary. 
Washington says decisions about 
the Mosul offensive are up to Iraq 
but acknowledges Turkey’s legiti-
mate concerns. During visits to An-
kara and Baghdad, Carter said both 
sides had agreed in principle to 
allow Turkish participation in the 
Mosul campaign. However, just a 
day later, Abadi made it clear that 
he did not want Turkish participa-
tion.

“The US has a tightrope to walk 
here,” Beverley Milton-Edwards, a 
Brookings Doha Center visiting fel-
low, wrote in response to e-mailed 
questions from The Arab Weekly. 
“On the one hand it needs to keep 
Turkey — its NATO ally — in the 
tent but on the other it has swung 
decisively behind the government 
of Haider al-Abadi in Iraq’s mission 
to get rid of ISIS-controlled areas of 
the country.”

Some observers say tensions be-
tween Ankara and Baghdad could 
lead to a military confrontation 
that would weaken or even derail 
the Mosul campaign against ISIS. 
“There is danger of a war within a 
war that could damage the pros-
pects for retaking and stabilising 
Mosul,” Zalmay Khalilzad, a former 
US ambassador to Iraq, wrote in the 
National Interest.

“Ankara is concerned not just 
about Mosul proper but also about 
the surrounding area, where Iran 
would like to establish an outpost at 
the junction of the Iraqi, Syrian and 

Turkish Kurdish regions,” Khalilzad 
wrote. “The Turks believe Iran is 
seeking a land corridor to the Medi-
terranean shores of Syria and Leba-
non for which Mosul would present 
the shortest route from Iran — an 
outcome they want to block.”

Milton-Edwards said she doubt-
ed that the Turkish-Iraqi row could 
seriously weaken the attack on 
Mosul. “It may hamper it but the 
government of Haider al-Abadi in 
Baghdad is supported by powerful 
external allies united in a determi-
nation to oust ISIS,” she wrote.

The clash over who has the say in 
Mosul once ISIS is gone reveals the 
fears of the various players, Milton-

Edwards added, writing: “Mosul is 
indicative of the concern not only 
by Iraq but other regional powers 
of fragility in spaces where gov-
ernance is weak and is exploited 
by groups like ISIS. This presents 
a major security threat not just to 
Iraq but other regional state actors 
including Turkey, Iran, Syria and 
Gulf states.”

Mosul is not the only place where 
conflicting interests of US partners 
in the region are creating trouble. 
Turkey’s military and Turkish-
backed rebels have been fighting 
ISIS and Kurdish militias in north-
ern Syria since late August. Ankara 
is concerned that Kurdish gains 

there could lead to the creation of 
an independent Kurdish state. US 
State Department spokesman John 
Kirby warned Turkey not to give 
“oxygen” to ISIS by attacking the 
Syrian Kurds, US allies in the fight 
against the jihadists.

Despite the warning, Cavusoglu 
said Ankara would not hesitate to 
send more troops into Iraq if it felt 
threatened by developments there. 
“If there is a threat against Turkey, 
we will use all our capabilities, in-
cluding a ground operation,” he 
said.

Thomas Seibert is an Arab Weekly 
correspondent in Washington.

US struggling to 
keep Turkey and 
Iraq on same page
Thomas Seibert

The Turkish-Iraqi 
spat has left the 
United States in a 
quandary.

London

T 

he revolution will not be 
televised, American jazz 
musician Gil Scott-Heron 
famously said, it will be 
live. As for the Mosul of-

fensive in Iraq, it seems that it will 
be live-streamed to smartphones.

The live-streaming of the Mosul 
offensive, which analysts say could 
last months, is a first for digital war 
coverage and has raised questions 
about the intersection between 
news and entertainment.

Major news networks such as 
Al Jazeera and Britain’s Channel 
4 have faced criticism for live-
streaming the offensive, which 
aims to push the Islamic State (ISIS) 
out of Iraq.

“The battle for Mosul live-stream 
has become reality TV for the so-
cial media generation,” Al Jazeera’s 
Alexander Lerche posted on Twit-
ter. On the third day of the Mosul 
offensive, Channel 4’s Facebook 
live-stream of the Mosul offen-
sive had been accessed more than 
500,000 times.

“We wanted to bring one of the 
most significant stories of our time 
to our viewers as it happened. 
Given the nature of conflict, we 
are cautious and vigilant that the 
material is appropriate at all times 

and have measures in place to stop 
the stream when necessary,” digital 
editor of Channel 4 News Jon Lau-
rence told the Guardian.

“We apply the same editorial 
standards to Facebook Lives that 
we do to our award-winning pro-
gramme and that means ensuring 

that they are effectively supervised 
at all times.”

The actual livestream is being 
carried out on the ground by local 
Kurdish news stations Rudaw and 
Kurdistan 24, switching between 
fixed camera positions, reporters 
and camera crews. It is less clear 

what measures those channels 
have in place to restrict or censor 
content before broadcast, whether 
in terms of not providing real-time 
intelligence to ISIS or not broad-
casting people being killed as it 
happens.

A lively debate features in the 
comments section alongside the 
live images touching on a variety of 
issues and topics, from the expect-
ed insults hurled among support-
ers of the Turks, Kurds and Arabs to 
jokes about the similarity between 
the Hungarian and Kurdish flags to 
Lord of the Rings references.

Rudaw, in particular, has sought 
to become the “leading source of 
news and recognisable brand” of 
the Mosul offensive, deploying ten 
camera crews to cover the war. “If 
CNN took the news of the Gulf War 
into every household, Rudaw took 
the Mosul battle to every hand-
held device across the globe,” 
boasted Hemin Lihony, head of 
Rudaw’s digital media.

In an opinion article on the 
Rudaw website headlined Rudaw: 
A pioneer in war coverage through 
Livestream, Lihony confirmed that 
the Mosul offensive was being re-
ported in a different way from any 
previous conflict thanks to new 
technology, particularly lives-
tream.

Rudaw has said it was committed 
to not censoring the livestream, 
whatever happens. Even when a 

Rudaw camera crew embedded 
with Kurdish peshmerga fight-
ers came under attack by an ISIS 
car bomb, the stream kept rolling. 
“With racing hearts and trembling 
hands, we were glued to the screen, 
wondering if we were going to see 
the death of our own colleagues 
live on TV,” Lihony recounted.

“The car bomb reached them and 
detonated. The screen was covered 
in dust and our reporter went si-
lent… The smoke cleared and soon 
we saw our crew safe and sound. 
Without a moment’s pause, they 
restarted their live coverage.”

“In this battle we broke tradi-
tional coverage of news. Our view-
ers watched the battle live on air 
[at] the same time as our camera-
men and studio crews behind the 
scene,” he added.

As for the ethics of watching 
scenes of death and destruction, 
Rudaw’s YouTube viewers are san-
guine. “I don’t know if it’s ethical 
but it’s cool,” responded one view-
er in the comments section before 
returning to a discussion about 
possible troop movements.

Live-streaming the Mosul offensive
Mahmud el-Shafey

Image grab taken from the Kurdish media network Rudaw’s 
livestream of the Mosul offensive showing a front-line reporter 
interviewing peshmerga fighters.

Rudaw has said it 
was committed to 
not censoring the 
livestream, whatever 
happens.
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A 

s civilians in the Syr-
ian city of Aleppo are 
battered by air strikes, 
ground offensives and 
shelling, what has hap-

pened to the world’s responsibil-
ity to protect populations under 
threat? The Geneva Conventions 
and the UN Security Council were 
established after World War II to 
maintain peace and protect people 
in conflict zones.

But a 21st-century UN doctrine 
called Responsibility to Protect 
(R2P), set up by the world body’s 
members to prevent mass killings, 
has had limited success.

Although formalised in 2005, 
R2P came about largely in response 
to the 1994 genocide in Rwanda, in 
which extremist Hutu militiamen 
slaughtered 800,000 minority Tut-
sis and moderate Hutus. The doc-
trine also stemmed from a desire to 
prevent a recurrence of atrocities 
such as the 1995 massacre of 8,000 
Bosnian Muslim men and boys by 
Serb forces in Srebrenica.

It placed the onus on the inter-
national community to “use ap-
propriate diplomatic, humanitar-
ian and other means” to protect 
populations from crimes against 
humanity and ethnic cleansing.

Examples include NATO’s bomb-
ing of Serbia in 1999 to protect the 
people of Kosovo and the United 
Nations’ administration of East 
Timor as Indonesian troops depart-
ed, experts say.

But now, R2P is a merely a “high 
moral aspiration” that has found-
ered on the complex realities of 
warfare today, according to Paddy 
Ashdown, a British lawmaker who 
served as high representative to 
Bosnia and Herzegovina in 2002-
06.

Ashdown, who was among West-
ern politicians to call for military 
intervention in Bosnia in the 1990s, 
said the world had become reluc-
tant to get involved in messy, pro-
tracted conflicts.

“R2P has diminished from a high 
hope into an interesting collection 
of words lying on the table,” Ash-
down said.

Ashdown, a former leader of the 
British opposition Liberal Demo-
crats Party, was speaking to the 
Thomson Reuters Foundation for 
a short film titled Responsibility to 
Protect?

Conflict situations since the US-
led invasion of Iraq in 2003 have 
shown the West to be incapable 
of developing sound intervention 
strategies that protect civilians, 
Ashdown said.

In Libya, eight years later, the 
United States, Britain and their al-
lies were criticised for failing to fos-
ter peace after the removal of Mua-
mmar Qaddafi from power. The 
Islamic State (ISIS) took over the 
former leader’s home city of Sirte a 
year ago as militants profited from 
the chaos that followed his death in 
2011.

A deepening rift between Rus-
sia and the West, made worse by 
the Ukraine crisis in 2014, has left 
the Security Council deadlocked 
in efforts to foster peace in Syria, 
where Russia backs the govern-
ment of President Bashar Assad.

“Whenever the world has been 
challenged to enact for instance 
in Libya, or particularly in Syria, 
we’ve failed to come up to the 
mark,” Ashdown said.

“Syria is a case that’s begging for 
Responsibility to Protect and no 
one is showing any responsibility 
whatever,” said Michael Ignatieff, 
an academic and specialist on hu-

manitarian intervention.
“So it’s as relevant as ever, nor-

matively, morally, in terms of our 
conscience, but it is a dead letter 
internationally,” Ignatieff said.

One problem is that R2P stems 
from a 19th-century concept of 
international relations in which 
states should intervene “when a 
country is unable or unwilling to 
protect its own population”, said 
Ghassan Salame, a former senior 
adviser to the UN secretary-gener-
al.

“But R2P has also suffered from 
a general decline of the ideological 
impact of the West on the rest of 
the world,” Salame said.

Trust in the West’s ability to re-
solve conflicts and build peace took 
a nose dive after R2P was invoked 
in Libya in 2011 to stop Qaddafi kill-

ing his own people, Salame and 
other experts said.

In March 2011, the Security Coun-
cil passed a resolution endorsing 
military action to protect civilians 
against Qaddafi’s forces but after 
the Libyan leader’s overthrow and 
death, the country became mired in 
a slow-burn civil war between two 
rival governments, one in Tripoli 
and one in the east.

“In Libya we went in, we did 
the job… (then) we walked away 
instead of creating a network in-
cluding for instance Turkey which 
would have helped to reconstruct a 
peace in Libya. It’s a bloody mess,” 
Ashdown said.

“By the way, so is Iraq,” he said.
Moves by the United States to 

depose governments or leaders in 
Afghanistan and Iraq during the 
presidency of George W. Bush, and, 
under President Barack Obama in 
Libya, are highly problematic for 
Responsibility to Protect, Salame 
said.

“This idea of regime change 
that can be done clinically with-
out touching the state structure or 
without deconstruction of state so-
ciety is, I hope, buried once and for 
all,” Salame said.

After two failed ceasefire agree-
ments between the United States 
and Russia to end the fighting in 
Aleppo, a new round of talks was 
set up in Geneva to include Saudi 
Arabia and Qatar, which support 
Syrian opposition groups.

The Syria conflict highlights just 
how complex conflicts have be-
come.

“We do not live in a world in 
which killing and dying remain 
safely confined within a sovereign 
state,” Ignatieff said, pointing to the 
refugee crisis in Europe stemming 
from war and instability in the Mid-
dle East.

“Look at Syria, it’s not just a lot 
of Syrians dying. It’s decisively af-
fected the stability and cohesion of 
Europe,” he said.

But when it comes to establishing 
lasting peace, prevention is better 
than cure, the three experts said, 
which might prove important ad-
vice for the incoming UN secretary-
general, Antonio Guterres.

“I think he has to persuade the 
world that diplomacy has a bigger 
part to play in peace as high explo-
sive does,” Ashdown said.

Thomson Reuters Foundation

Beirut
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s US-backed Iraqi forces 
battle to capture Mosul, 
the Islamic State’s last 
urban stronghold in Iraq, 
the United States and 

its key allies are accelerating plans 
for a major military operation to 
liberate the capital of the jihadists’ 
self-proclaimed caliphate, Raqqa in 
northern Syria.

The United States has stepped 
up coalition air strikes on Raqqa, 
Syria’s sixth largest city, apparently 
driven by concerns that ISIS is plan-
ning another wave of large-scale 
terrorist attacks on the West in re-
taliation for recent military defeats 
that are steadily shrinking the cali-
phate it proclaimed in June 2014.

Destroying the caliphate, which 
at its height in 2014 covered an area 
across Syria and Iraq the size of 
Britain, has been the United States’ 
central objective because it repre-
sents jihadist power and for some 
Muslims cloaks ISIS with religious 
legitimacy.

US Defense Secretary Ashton 
Carter said the offensive against 
Raqqa, held by ISIS since January 
2014, will begin in the “next few 

weeks” and “overlap” with the push 
against Mosul, which began Octo-
ber 17th.

“We want to see an isolation oper-
ation begin around Raqqa as soon as 
possible,” Carter said during a visit 
to Iraq’s semi-autonomous Kurdish 
region on October 23rd.

Two days later, at a meeting with 
defence chiefs of 12 key allies in 
Paris, Carter said: “We’ve already 
begun laying the groundwork with 
our partners to commence the isola-
tion of Raqqa.”

This is the most elaborate and 
complex military operation that the 
Americans and their allies have un-
dertaken since the height of the war 
in Iraq in 2007 against the same ji-
hadist enemy they face today.

Coalition sources say the plan-
ning for a push on Raqqa began in 
January, when Carter set the objec-
tive of taking both the Syrian city 
and Mosul by the end of 2016, al-
though some US intelligence chiefs 
doubted that could be achieved giv-
en the competing agendas among 
anti-ISIS powers.

However, it is clear there is a new 
sense of urgency over concerns 
that ISIS leaders in Raqqa, alarmed 
by the group’s continuing military 
setbacks, are plotting terrorist at-
tacks, possibly including chemical 
weapons, across western Europe 

and maybe even the United States 
to show that it has not been elimi-
nated.

This has always been the Achil-
les heel of any military solution to 
the ISIS phenomenon: The jihadists 
simply go underground and revert 
to being a terrorist threat, as they 
have done more than once since 
al-Qaeda’s emergence two decades 
ago.

US Army Lieutenant-General Ste-
phen Townsend, the officer who 
commands anti-ISIS coalition forces 
in Syria and Iraq, said at his Bagh-
dad headquarters on October 26th: 
“We know this plot and planning is 
emanating from Raqqa”.

He provided few specifics but it 

seems the United States and its al-
lies fear the jihadists are seeking 
to carry out attacks on the scale of 
the November 13th, 2015, carnage 
in Paris in which 130 people were 
killed.

Townsend stressed the impera-
tive for the planned offensive was 
the terrorist threat, saying: “Intel-
ligence feeds tell us there is signifi-
cant external operations planning 
taking place, centralised in Raqqa.”

There was no indication how im-
minent these attacks might be but 
Carter stressed that preventing ISIS 
“external operations” is “our high-
est priority”.

“As they get squeezed down in 
their territory, they get more con-
cerned about their own security and 
are less free to orchestrate complex 
attacks against either this country 
(France) or externally, including… 
the United States.”

One reason no details of the com-
ponents of the Raqqa push have 
been disclosed is the fierce geopo-
litical differences concerning which 
forces will be employed in the oper-
ation — arguably the most worrying 
element within the US-led coalition 
because it impedes the coherency 
of the joint actions needed to effec-
tively combat ISIS and threatens 
further violence.

The internal political landscape in 

Syria is far more complicated than 
in Iraq, where the coalition at least 
has a legitimate government to deal 
with.

The most critical factor is the in-
volvement of Turkey, which seeks 
to exploit the anarchy besetting its 
neighbours to expand its influence, 
but adamantly opposes Kurdish 
forces in Syria, currently the Ameri-
cans’ most reliable military ally 
there.

The United States wants the 
largely Kurdish Syrian Democratic 
Forces (SDF), which has scored sev-
eral battlefield successes in recent 
months, to head the push on Raqqa, 
but cannot afford to alienate NATO-
member Turkey, which invaded 
northern Syria in August to counter 
SDF advances.

Ankara, which fears the emer-
gence of a Kurdish state on its 
southern border, insists it should 
be militarily involved in the Raqqa 
operation.

“The only force capable of any 
near-term gains are the Syrian 
Democratic Forces,” Townsend ob-
served. “So we’re negotiating, we’re 
planning, we’re having talks with 
Turkey and we’re going to take this 
in steps.”

Ed Blanche is Analysis editor of 
The Arab Weekly.

As Syrian 
deaths mount, 
‘responsibility to 
protect’ takes a hit

Big push on Raqqa anticipated — but dangers lurk

Tom Esslemont

Members of the Syria Civil Defence rescue children after what activists said was an air strike by 
forces loyal to Syria’s President Bashar al-Assad in al-Shaar neighbourhood of Aleppo, last June. 
                                                                                                                                               (Reuters)
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A 21st-century UN 
doctrine called 
Responsibility to 
Protect (R2P) was set 
up by the world 
body’s members to 
prevent mass 
killings.

A deepening rift 
between Russia and 
the West has left the 
Security Council 
deadlocked in efforts 
to foster peace in 
Syria.

Ed Blanche

We want to see an 
isolation operation 
begin around 
Raqqa as soon as 
possible.”

US Defense Secretary
Ashton Carter
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Ramallah

S 

audi Arabia, Egypt and 
other Arab states are ap-
plying pressure on Pales-
tinian President Mahmoud 
Abbas to resolve divisions 

in his Fatah party and with the rival 
Hamas movement amid concerns 
about whether Palestinian democ-
racy is under threat.

Neighbouring countries, diplo-
mats and major funders said they 
fear festering divisions could lead 
to conflict and the lack of a clear 
transition process raises questions 
about what would happen if Ab-
bas, 81 years old and in power since 
2005 despite his mandate expiring, 
were to die in office.

In a non-binding paper circulated 
recently, Saudi Arabia, Egypt, Jor-
dan and the United Arab Emirates 
made recommendations for ad-
dressing splits that have deepened 
over the past year, while strength-
ening Palestinian leadership and 
trying to keep the stalled peace 
process with Israel alive.

“Efforts to unite Fatah and em-
power it are aimed at balancing 
the Palestinian internal arena and 
this falls under the responsibilities 
of the head of the movement, Abu 
Mazen,” the two-page paper said, 
referring to Abbas by his nom de 
guerre.

Among the recommendations 
was having “free and fair” elections 
for parliament and the presidency 
by July 2017, although there are no 
indications that will happen. They 
would be the first parliamentary 
elections since January 2006.

In a clear signal of its growing 
frustration, Saudi Arabia, which 

usually provides about $20 million 
a month to the Palestinian budget, 
has not made any contributions 
since April, according to the Pales-
tinian Finance Ministry’s website.

Palestinian officials say Riyadh 
is withholding the funds because 
it wants to see progress on unity 
within Fatah and with Hamas, the 
Islamist group that controls Gaza.

With the United States, the Eu-
ropean Union and individual EU 
members having cut contribu-
tions, the Palestinian budget faces 
a severe shortfall, which the World 
Bank puts at about $600 million for 
2016.

Asked about the pressure from 
Arab states, Abbas’s spokesman Na-
bil Abu Rudaineh, declined to com-
ment directly but said the focus of 
Fatah and the Palestine Liberation 
Organisation (PLO), which Abbas 
also leads, has always been on Pal-
estinian unity.

Mouin Rabbani, a senior fellow 
with the Institute for Palestine 
Studies, said it was increasingly 
clear the race to succeed Abbas had 
begun, with several rivals position-
ing themselves for the day he is 
gone.

Abbas faces several challenges. 
Opinion polls indicate Palestinians 
say they have lost confidence in his 
leadership.

At the same time, factions within 
Fatah are growing more agitated, 
with rival groups emerging ahead 
of a party congress set for late No-
vember, the first since 2009.

Mohammed Dahlan, a former Fa-
tah security chief who fell out with 
Abbas and now lives in self-im-
posed exile in the UAE, is a staunch 
Abbas critic who retains influence 
within Fatah’s revolutionary coun-

cil and central committee.
Some senior Fatah figures want 

Abbas to reconcile with Dahlan but 
the president shows no such incli-
nation. At the party congress, Abbas 
is expected to push for the election 
of a new central committee and rev-
olutionary council — the equivalent 
of Fatah’s parliament — that would 
be free of Dahlan loyalists.

Dahlan, 55, said that if Abbas did 
try to push such changes through, it 
would be “illegitimate”.

It “will represent the most dan-
gerous split in the history of Fatah 
and will be regarded as a palace 
coup,” he said in written comments, 
adding that there were legitimate 
reasons to worry about a collapse in 
the democratic process.

“It is time to implement the will 
of the people and implement the 
law by electing a new leadership 

and not a new leader. There is a his-
torical and national need to have 
parliament and presidential elec-
tions,” he said.

The Carnegie Endowment for 
International Peace, in an analysis, 
described Fatah, which has domi-
nated Palestinian politics for more 
than 50 years, as “tearing itself 
apart”, with worrying implications 
for the future.

There have been signs of unrest 
in West Bank refugee camps where 
Dahlan has a strong following.

Diplomats say Dahlan has good 
ties with Egypt as well as the Gulf 
states. Cairo sees him as a helpful 
interlocutor with Hamas in Gaza, 
where Dahlan is from, and as some-
one with the energy and strength to 
shake up Palestinian politics.

Others, though, see Dahlan as the 
power behind the throne. Officials 

who have met him say he may act 
as a kingmaker, rather than a future 
Palestinian president, throwing his 
support behind another senior Fa-
tah figure as leader.

Several names crop up in Pal-
estinian and Israeli assessments, 
including Nasser al-Qudwa, the 
nephew of late Palestinian leader 
Yasser Arafat; Jibril Rajoub, a for-
mer security chief who heads the 
Palestine Football Association; and 
Majid Faraj, the head of Palestinian 
intelligence.

Yet the most popular Palestin-
ian politician, according to opinion 
polls, remains Marwan Barghouti, 
a leader of the first and second up-
risings against Israel who was con-
victed of murder by an Israeli court 
in 2004 and is serving five life sen-
tences.
(Reuters)

Regional powers grow uneasy with Mahmoud Abbas
Ali Sawafta 
and Nidal al-Mughrabi

Palestinian Authority President Mahmoud Abbas speaks to the media in the West Bank city of
Ramallah, last January.                                                                                                                                                (Reuters)
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Opinion polls 
indicate Palestinians 
say they have lost 
confidence in the 
leadership of 
Mahmoud Abbas.

Saudi Arabia, which 
usually provides 
about $20 million a 
month to the 
Palestinian budget, 
has not made any 
contributions since 
April.

25 years after the Madrid Conference: A shattered dream

I
t has been a quarter of a 
century since the Madrid 
Peace Conference. In the 
history of the Arab-Israeli 
conflict, it was the first and 
only serious attempt at 

reaching a comprehensive peace 
on four tracks — Palestinian, 
Jordanian, Syrian and Lebanese 
— Egypt having already signed a 
peace agreement with Israel.

Comprehensive peace meant 
engaging in multilateral negotia-
tions regarding refugees, water, 
arms control, regional security, the 
environment as well as economic 
cooperation and development. 
Negotiations were supposed to 
address key common issues in 
terms of their implications and 
concerns for the Arabs in exchange 
for attractive issues of normalisa-
tion for the Israelis. The principle 
of trade-offs was there, carrying 
different incentives for the Arabs 
and Israelis.

The end of the Cold War allowed 
for US-Soviet cooperation and 
partnership while the 1991 war to 
liberate Kuwait opened the door 
towards establishment of a new re-
gional order as called for by former 
US president George Bush, thriv-
ing on the Arab international coali-
tion that defeated Iraq’s Saddam 
Hussein. The second Palestinian 

intifada sent a strong warning 
about the need to break the status 
quo of occupation.

All these factors combined into 
a driving force behind the Madrid 
conference, which began October 
30th, 1991. Yet the moment of 
optimism and hope was rapidly 
dashed because of the lack of 
serious commitment and needed 
engagement on the part of a third 
party group, mainly the United 
States, to commit itself to push for 
peace and overcome Israel intran-
sigence.

Madrid ended up with a Jordani-
an-Israeli peace accord, which was 
the easiest track among the four 
compared to the core one — being 
the Palestinian — and the strategic 
two-in-one, being the Syrian and 
the Lebanese — with the latter 
hanging on the former. It led also 
to the Oslo accords.

In other words, the fall of the 
comprehensive approach and 
its being replaced by the gradual 
transitional step-by-step approach 
on the Palestinian issue.

A shift occurred since then from 
a strategy of conflict resolution to 
one of conflict management on the 
core Palestinian issue. The Arab 
Peace Initiative that was devel-
oped later was not translated into 
a policy-oriented strategy because 
the Arabs did not commit the nec-
essary diplomatic resources to it.

The current Palestinian disunity 
and absence of serious working 
consensus within the Palestinian 
body politic, the Arab fragmenta-
tion and the emergence of key 
pressing priorities on the agen-

das of the key international and 
regional actors in a conflict-torn 
Middle East have marginalised the 
Palestinian issue.

Yet, identity-based conflicts 
such as national liberation ones 
— which is the case of the Palestin-
ian issue — never die because of 
a certain unfavourable balance of 
power. The danger of marginalisa-
tion could turn a conflict from a 
political one (national liberation) 
into a religious one with a strong 
revival of religious radicalism, 
especially when the occupied ter-
ritories are defined and defended 
as being the promised land.

Indeed, religious radicalism be-
gets religious radicalism. The Pal-
estinian conflict area could become 
an attractive hotbed for jihadism. 
The danger also lies in Israel’s set-
tlement policy aiming at changing 
the geographic and demographic 
natures of the occupied territories, 
destroying the possibility of estab-
lishing a viable Palestinian state.

The parameters and process for a 
serious comprehensive settlement 
of the Arab-Israeli conflict are well 
established. Negotiations could be 
resumed under the strategy of re-
versed engineering, defining a final 
set of goals based on the reached 
agreements and pertinent UN reso-
lutions. This means allowing the 
establishment of a viable Palestin-
ian state along the 1967 lines with 
East Jerusalem as its capital and 
for the two states to exist side by 
side in peace.

Such a commitment to the final 
goals facilitates making hard con-
cessions. This needs five elements:

— a standing international 
conference that meets every time 
it is necessary to follow and ac-
company the negotiations. From it 
emanates a committee to follow on 
the goals of the conference;

— a well-defined time frame for 
negotiations;

— the definition of the terms of 
reference of the negotiations for no 
serious negotiations take place in a 
vacuum;

— the assuming by the third par-
ty (the follow-up committee on the 
part of the conference) of the role 
of the referee, facilitator, bridge 
builder and responsibility for the 
respect of the terms of reference;

— to provide at the end of the 
process all the necessary guar-
antees for implementation of the 
agreement.

Time works against peace amid 
current Israeli policies.

It is also important for the Pal-
estinian leadership to be up to the 
challenge and be over and above its 
members’ ideological organisation-
al and political differences and to 
develop a policy-oriented strategy 
towards the achievement of the 
Palestinian state.

The hope is that the lessons of 
a quarter of a century of missed 
opportunities could be learnt in 
the interest of peace, which is in 
the interest of all, allowing for the 
opening of a new page in the his-
tory of the Middle East

Nassif Hitti was head of 
the Arab League Mission in Paris, 
Rome and the Vatican. He is based 
in Beirut.

Nassif Hitti

View point
A shift 
occurred 
from a 
strategy 
of conflict 
resolution 
to one of 
conflict 
management 
on the 
Palestinian 
question.

The hope is that the lessons of a 
quarter of a century of missed 
opportunities could be learnt in 
the interest of all.
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F
irst, the good news: Extreme poverty, or the inci-
dence of people living on less than $1.90 a day, is 
falling across the Maghreb. The bad news is that 
income inequality stubbornly persists in Algeria, 
Morocco, Tunisia and Libya.

This rather takes the shine off the good news, a 
point the World Bank makes in its Taking on Inequal-

ity report. The greatest threat to the world is inequality, it says, 
warning that hard-won development gains such as child survival, 
primary school enrolment, poverty reduction and human well-
being could regress.

“More equal countries tend to have healthier people, be more 
economically efficient, and have greater social stability than 
highly unequal countries,” says the report, the first in an annual 
series on Poverty and Shared Prosperity.

The Maghreb in 2016 illustrates the subtext of that statement 
all too well. Inequality, and more importantly the perception of 
it, can assuredly accelerate social instability. The feeling of unfair 
deprivation and marginalisation can end in violent resentment of 
the status quo. This would cause political volatility and radicali-
sation, which are hardly conducive to economic growth.

Poverty rates are “unlikely to change while economic growth is 
slow” and for as long as “some regions left less developed than 
others”, notes the World Bank.

Sadly, youth unemployment is a fact of life in Algeria, Morocco, 
Tunisia and Libya. In all four countries, it hovers around the 30% 
mark and is even higher for young women, probably the highest 
level in the world.

The situation in Libya, where official statistics have not been 
compiled for years, is particularly dire. The United Nations 
recently estimated that as many as 435,000 Libyans could be clas-
sified as displaced, about 1.3 million as food insecure and 2.4 
million need some form of humanitarian assistance.

Without jobs, young people in Libya and the rest of North 
Africa are drawn to illicit activities, extremism and illegal migra-
tion.

Restoring peace and stability in Libya will have a positive ripple 
effect in the rest of the Maghreb, especially in Tunisia, long 
hailed by the world as the Middle East and North Africa region’s 
best hope of democratic transition but still facing many socio-
economic challenges.

From 2013 to 2016, the proportion of Tunisians living in 
extreme poverty has stayed constant, the World Bank says. 
“Moderate poverty”, which is to say, people who live on less than 
$3.10 a day, has declined slightly but unemployment remains 
high — among youth, of course, while regional disparities and 
other factors of discontent demand to be heard.

There is no easy way forward but, at the very least, Europe, 
which shares part of the Mediterranean Sea with the Maghreb, 
must be more engaged. It will have a chance at the end of Novem-
ber when Tunisia has an international investment conference. 
Perhaps the key point about tackling inequality is that all stake-
holders must assume responsibility.

For the sake of stability and growth, the Maghreb needs to 
provide more economic opportunity to its young people, “whose 
energy and creativity can be an engine of growth”, as emphasised 
by the report.

The Maghreb has to do its bit and the world must help.

Stability in the Maghreb

© Yaser Ahmed for The Arab Weekly

The winners 
and losers in Mosul

T
here can be no doubt 
that the Mosul 
offensive will end 
with the defeat of the 
Islamic State (ISIS) 
and the liberation of 

Iraq’s second city. This is thanks 
to the efforts of a multi-ethnic, 
multi-sectarian military coalition 
made up of 60 countries, led by 
the United States. In fact, there 
can be no way this does not end 
with the defeat, death or flight of 
the estimated 5,000 ISIS fighters 
who control the city.

But questions remain: Whose 
victory is this? And will a military 
victory equate to a wider political 
victory? Could Mosul’s liberation 
from ISIS result in regional and 
international powers competing 
for influence and interests in the 
Middle East in a manner that will 
only result in greater chaos and 
instability?

It is not surprising that Mosul 
was a subject of debate between 
rival US presidential candidates 
Hillary Clinton and Donald Trump 
and that it was a major topic of 
discussion among EU leaders 
at a recent Paris conference. 
Everybody knows that ISIS will 
not meet its ultimate end in Iraq, 
even if it does suffer a major defeat 
at the hands of the Iraqis and the 
international forces.

There are many who will try 
to use military victory over ISIS 
in Mosul to make new gains and 
increase their own influence, 
whether in their own countries or 
in the region. There are also those 
who will seek to make political 
gains at home in Iraq.

The fight against ISIS in 
Iraq must be viewed as part 
of the wider fight against the 
group in neighbouring Syria 
but Washington believes that a 
victory over ISIS in Mosul could 
reap major domestic dividends, 
particularly in relation to the 
fast-approaching US elections. In 
terms of strategic gains, victory 
demonstrates the US commitment 
to combating terrorism, 
something that will become 
increasingly important for the 
next US president and relations 
with Russia.

As for the Iraqi people, they are 
not paying much attention to the 
wider regional situation and how 
the battle for Mosul will affect the 
relationship between the United 
States, Russia and others. Instead, 
the Iraqis are worrying how ISIS’s 
defeat will affect them. Will 
this serve as the start of greater 
political and social fragmentation 
and increased sectarianism?

The most dangerous thing 
that could happen following 
the liberation of Mosul would 
be malicious acts of retaliation 
against those who refused to 
flee Mosul when ISIS arrived 
but sought to continue to live as 
normally as possible.

This would be nothing more 
than an excuse to purge many 
local military, political and 
intellectual figures who would 
most likely be killed en masse. 
The imposition of heavy-handed 
“security” would also be a 
mistake.

The politicians in Baghdad must 
not pursue new acts of sabotage 
against this city that has suffered 
so much, ripping away its history 
of national cohesion to replace it 
with sectarian fragmentation.

Some Sunni Arab 
parliamentarians appear falsely 
optimistic. They are attempting 
to renew their political roles and 
putting forward the view that a 
military victory in Mosul will lead 
to greater national unity. As to 
that, only time will tell.

Those who will be defeated 
after the battle of Mosul are the 
advocates of sectarian extremism, 
something that exists on both 
sides. It will be the people of 
Mosul — who rise from the ashes 
of war into a new dawn — who 
will be the biggest victors. As 
for the people of Iraq, they must 
do everything in their power to 
ensure that the liberation of Mosul 
is the start of a new renaissance.

Majid al-Samarrai is an Iraqi 
writer
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Clinton’s Syria proposals are problematic

Elections risk fuelling populism in the West

Opinion

U
S voters will soon 
choose a president, 
ending a contentious 
national campaign 
in which one major 
party candidate 

espoused a form of populism 
verging on nativism — which is 
ironic given that, except for the 
several million remaining 
American Indians, the United 
States has no native population.

Although polls indicate that 
Republican Donald Trump likely 
will lose on November 8th, it is 
unsettling that a candidate who 
has advocated a ban on Muslim 
immigration, the construction of 
a massive barrier along the US-
Mexican border and the revocation 
of trade agreements made it to the 
finals. His positions — as well as his 
misogyny, cavalier stance towards 
nuclear war and dismissive re-
marks about long-time US allies — 
normally would be the provenance 
of fringe candidates.

Countries representing 40% of 
Europe’s population will go to the 
polls to elect presidents or parlia-
ments at some point between the 
US election and December 2017. 
In virtually all of those countries 
— including France, Germany, the 
Netherlands and Austria — nativ-
ist populist candidates are wag-
ing strong campaigns, motivated 
by the Brexit vote last summer, a 
campaign that was built on anti-
immigrant sentiments.

While the United States appears 

safe from a populist victory, it is 
conceivable that, by the end of 
2017, France, the Netherlands and 
Austria will have anti-immigrant, 
anti-globalisation leaders. At a 
minimum, their populist parties 
will likely emerge strengthened. 
Like Trump, many of the European 
nativist populists admire Russian 
President Vladimir Putin, who 
must be relishing the fact that, 
while the USSR never succeeded in 
conquering Europe, his autocratic 
Russian Federation has millions of 
admirers in the West.

What accounts for this disturb-
ing trend in Western democracies?

The answer is complicated but 
can be simplified to three factors: 
continued economic weakness 
following the global economic col-
lapse of 2009; growing economic 
inequality, which creates a sense 
of unfairness and a search for 
someone to blame; and, in the case 
of Europe in particular, a surge in 
immigration due to conflicts in 
the Middle East — a phenomenon 
that has conveniently provided 
populist leaders with someone to 
blame.

If Western economies continue 
to grow slowly and economic 
inequality continues to widen 
(and disproportionately to affect 
working-class populations, who 
often suffer the added insult of 
seeing their jobs move overseas to 
low-wage countries), then nativist 
populist trends will remain strong. 
Add continued immigration — and 

throw in some terrorist incidents 
— and you have a toxic brew.

Is the answer as easy as promot-
ing faster economic growth and 
less inequality in the West? Nobel 
economy laureate Robert Shiller 
said such policies would help. In 
a recent essay in the New York 
Times, Shiller wrote: “Something 
has to be done about the two 
trends of rising inequality and 
weak growth, for if they continue 
we may see more unhappiness, 
discontent and political disrup-
tion.”

Shiller called for fiscal stimu-
lus to promote growth and more 
progressive tax regimes to fight 
inequality — essentially an end to 
an era in which national econo-
mies have been run by central 
bank governors.

But even assuming an uptick 
in growth and a narrowing of the 
inequality gap in the West, there 
remains immigration. For many 
Europeans, immigration is both 
an economic threat (“they will 
take our jobs”) as well as a cultural 
threat (“they will take our coun-
try”). In fact, the Brexit debate 
in Britain was dominated by the 
cultural threat: the fear that tra-
ditional English high streets were 
becoming unrecognisable.

The cultural threat from immi-
gration also is evoked in the United 
States but not to the same extent. 
Anti-immigrant sentiment in the 
United States is based primarily on 
the economic and more specifically 

the employment threat, although 
Trump has stoked security threats 
as well by focusing on Islamic-
inspired terrorism and highlight-
ing crimes committed by undocu-
mented Latino immigrants.

The reality, however, is that 
since 9/11 only three immigrants 
have been charged with terrorism-
related crimes in the United States 
and the crime rate among undocu-
mented immigrants is below that 
of US citizens.

Make no mistake: Terrorists 
have perpetrated horrific acts in 
Paris, Nice, Brussels and Orlando, 
among other places but Trump’s 
unsubstantiated claim that many 
of the few thousand Syrian immi-
grants allowed to enter the United 
States (after exhaustive vetting) 
are affiliated with the Islamic State 
is designed to attract votes by stok-
ing fears.

Stoking fears, rational or not, is 
the stock-in-trade of demagogues. 
It is a skill that Donald Trump, 
Marine Le Pen, Geert Wilders, 
Norbert Hofer and Nicolas Sarkozy 
all share and it feeds perfectly into 
the jihadists’ narrative, for one of 
their goals is to incite a clash of 
civilisations.

The next 13 months will reveal 
the extent to which demagogues 
and their movements have solidi-
fied power in Western democra-
cies. If they succeed, the outlook 
for immigrants and for overall 
Western relations with the Muslim 
and Arab worlds will be bleak.

I
n the midst of a recent 
debate between candidates 
for US president Hillary 
Clinton and Donald Trump, 
which observers have called 
the nastiest in decades, 

there was a moment from Clinton 
that seemed to slip by unnoticed.

The discussion had turned to 
Syria. Trump took the opportuni-
ty to attack Clinton for past trans-
gressions, real or imagined. She, a 
former US secretary of State, actu-
ally talked about her approach to 
handling future US involvement 
in that horrible conflict.

What she said was a dramatic 
departure from current policy 
under US President Barack Obama 
and it foreshadows serious po-
tential problems with Russia and 
Turkey.

Clinton — who looks set to win 
the US election, despite the efforts 
of Russian President Vladimir 
Putin’s hackers — blamed many of 
the war’s atrocities on “Russian 
aggression” and called for a no-fly 
zone. She said, if elected presi-
dent, she would arm the Kurds, 

whom she described as the United 
States’ most dependable ally 
against the Islamic State (ISIS).

There is a lot to unpack in those 
few statements, almost none of it 
good.

The Obama administration has 
carefully avoided the idea of a 
no-fly zone because to create one 
would almost immediate lead to a 
direct confrontation with Russia. 
Granted, if it was very narrowly 
defined it might work but it would 
be so insignificant there is seri-
ous concern it would accomplish 
anything.

Clinton may be giving voice to 
her frustrations with Putin’s obvi-
ous efforts to help her opponent 
and she may be just trying to 
rattle him. The reality of tak-
ing such a position, however, is 
fraught with too many dangers 
to the United States, especially in 
dealing with a figure like Putin 
who always seems to be spoiling 
for a fight.

Then there is the statement 
about arming the Kurds fighting 
ISIS. While this may have been ig-

nored by the US media, there is lit-
tle doubt that it made government 
officials in Ankara sit up. Clinton 
acknowledged that this might 
cause issues in the region but that 
is like saying if I pull the pin on 
this grenade, it might explode.

Relations between the United 
States and Turkey are in rough 
shape after this summer’s failed 
coup. Turkish President Recep 
Tayyip Erdogan appears to think 
that the United States was too 
slow to condemn the coup plotters 
and is furious that the Americans 
are not automatically handing 
over the man he holds ultimately 
responsible, Fethullah Gulen, who 
lives in Pennsylvania.

Imagine where US-Turkey rela-
tions might go if Clinton makes 
good on her proposal to arm 
Kurdish fighters, whom Erdogan 
considers terrorists and the most 
direct threat to his country and re-
gime. It is not hard to imagine that 
it would deal a blow to US-Turkey 
relations that would take years, if 
not generations, to restore.

It is easy to understand Clin-

ton’s desire to try something new 
in Syria. Many experts say that 
the Obama administration’s ac-
tions have been misguided almost 
from the start of the conflict in 
2011. In fact, some have taken to 
calling Aleppo, the northern Syr-
ian city that has been the site of so 
much violence, Obama’s Sarajevo, 
an unflattering allusion to the 
fate of that once beleaguered and 
violence-ridden Balkan city.

But it is going to take a nuanced 
approach to make a difference, 
one that is probably tougher than 
the Obama’s administration’s 
position but also deals with the 
reality of Russian involvement in 
Syria and its support for Syrian 
President Bashar Assad. Arm-
ing the Kurds is not going to be a 
productive exercise unless it can 
be done in a way that reassures 
Turkey.

In other words, it will not be 
easy. And it might not happen. 
Actions that Clinton can propose 
as a presidential candidate may 
not be so easy to carry out if she is 
elected.

Mark Habeeb

Tom Regan

FILE – In this 
October 9th, 
2016, file photo, 
Republican Party 
presidential 
nominee Donald 
Trump and 
Democratic Party 
presidential 
nominee Hillary 
Clinton speak 
during the second 
presidential debate 
at Washington 
University in St 
Louis.                  (AP)

Stoking 
fears, 
rational or 
not, is the 
stock-in- 
trade of 
demagogues.

Many experts 
say that the 
Obama 
administration’s 
actions have 
been misguided 
almost from
the start.
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T 

he long-awaited election 
of a president in Lebanon 
is just around the corner. 
If no last-minute surpris-
es emerge, Hezbollah’s 

sole presidential candidate, veteran 
Christian leader Michel Aoun, is to 
be elected to the post by the parlia-
ment on October 31st.

What was not conceivable just 
days ago is almost a reality. Sunni 
leader Saad Hariri shifted his stance 
and endorsed Aoun for the presi-
dency and Hezbollah Secretary-
General Sayyed Hassan Nasrallah 
reciprocated Hariri’s “sacrifice” and 
allowed that Hariri could again be-
come prime minister.

With opposition to Aoun’s presi-
dency decreasing, the implicit 
blessing from the two main region-
al powers — Saudi Arabia and Iran 
— and the apparent lack of objec-
tions from international powers, 
Aoun’s election would terminate 
the 29-month presidential vacuum.

Having Aoun, 83, at the presi-
dential palace is not the end of the 
game. Many hurdles are yet to be 
surmounted, starting with sealing 
the Aoun-Hariri package deal with 
Hariri becoming prime minister, 
facilitating the formation of a new 
cabinet without delay and formu-
lating the new government policy 

statement, a sticking point with 
Hezbollah’s traditional insistence 
on recognising its “armed resist-
ance” and right to keep its powerful 
arsenal.

How to translate the pledge to 
adopt a neutral stance regarding 
Syria, with Hezbollah heavily in-
volved in the war there alongside 
Iranian and Syrian government 
forces, is another issue. Separating 
Hezbollah’s military activities from 
the government’s neutral diplomat-
ic stance is difficult but not impos-
sible as Lebanon’s often-confusing 
policies have become accepted re-
gionally and internationally due to 
its peculiar status.

This time, the Lebanese seem 
to be on their own to shape their 
country’s internal politics. Samir 
Geagea, the leader of the Lebanese 
Forces — the country’s second larg-
est Christian political party — who 
helped pave the way for the new 
presidential deal, boasted that the 
next president was completely 
made in Lebanon, away from any 
foreign influence.

That was somehow true, given 
the fact that regional and interna-
tional powers have more urgent is-
sues to deal with and the Lebanese 
presidential arrangement was not a 
threat to the security cover provid-
ed to the tiny country to maintain 
its delicate stability.

The international powers would 
have intervened if the Lebanese 
lost security control, their economy 
in danger or the Lebanese pound 
was about to collapse, said Riad 
Tabbarah, Lebanon’s former am-
bassador in Washington. To them, 
he noted, having Aoun or someone 
else as president would not make a 
big difference as long as Lebanon 
“remains calm and stable while 
awaiting the final settlement in the 
region”.

That applies to Iran and Saudi 

Arabia, the respective sponsors 
of Hezbollah and Hariri’s Future 
Movement, which have no interest 
in any escalation that would plunge 
Lebanon into another war, hence 
their apparent consent to the presi-
dential deal, Tabbarah said.

Aoun, known for his unpredict-
able behaviour, bad temper and 
controversial personality, will be 
under close watch to see whether 
he will be able to distance himself 
from a 10-year close alliance with 
Hezbollah and act in the country’s 
national interest — though such a 
national interest is still an issue of 
dispute among the Lebanese.

Many Lebanese have expressed 
doubts about Aoun but others say 
they have confidence that he would 
bring the Lebanese together and 
create a comprehensive under-
standing, especially between Hez-
bollah and its Sunni rival, the Fu-
ture Movement.

“Electing a president does not 
mean that we have agreed on eve-

rything. There are still many big 
and not easy problems to solve,” 
said Fadi Karam, an MP from the 
Lebanese Forces, a strong Hariri 
ally. “What we did is to take this 
(presidential) file out of Iran’s 
hands and turned it into a Lebanese 
one. Hariri cornered everyone and 
forced them to take a decision and 
shoulder their responsibilities.”

Karam, who said “nothing will 
stop” Aoun’s election, referred to 
a process that is to start with the 
presidential election, followed by 
a new prime minister and cabinet 
and completed with a new electoral 
law. “This is the right way to build 
understanding and avoid internal 
conflict and the country’s collapse,” 

he said. “Eventually, Hezbollah will 
have to stop running away and start 
discussing the issue of its weap-
ons.”

The success of the process re-
mains in the hands of Hezbollah, 
the country’s most powerful armed 
group and political player, which 
imposed itself as a regional force, 
and how far it would go to stabilise 
the country, appease the fears of its 
frustrated Sunni partners and stop 
its staunch campaign against Saudi 
Arabia and the other Gulf countries.

Recently, Sarkis Naoum, an Arab 
commentator and senior columnist 
for An-Nahar newspaper in Beirut, 
wrote that Aoun’s election would 
“consecrate the victory” of Iran and 
its allies over Saudi Arabia in Leba-
non. However, he quickly added: 
“This is a victory in a battle as the 
war is still long.”

Dalal Saoud is the Deputy 
Editor-in-Chief of The Arab 
Weekly. She is based in Beirut.

Lebanon set 
to have a new 
president but 
fears remain
Dalal Saoud

Former Lebanese prime minister Saad Hariri as he announces his support for Christian leader Michel 
Aoun to be Lebanese president, in Beirut, on October 20th.

Aoun, known for his 
unpredictable 
behaviour, will be 
under close watch to 
see whether he will 
be able to act in the 
national interest. 

Having Aoun, 83,
at the presidential 
palace is not the end 
of the game.

News & Analysis Lebanon

Hezbollah, Michel Aoun and Lebanon’s 
presidential drama

W 

ill Hezbollah 
really accept its 
own candidate, 
Michel Aoun, as 
president of 
Lebanon or was 

the whole presidential drama 
right from the beginning a 
political manoeuvre to blame oth-
ers for the void at the head of the 
country? The question has 
become very pertinent now that 
Future Movement leader Saad 
Hariri has endorsed Aoun’s 
candidacy.

Aoun is not qualified to be 
president of Lebanon. He does 
not possess the required modera-
tion and profound knowledge of 
Lebanon and the Lebanese in all 
of their sects and orientations. He 
lacks the expertise to best under-
stand Lebanon’s regional context, 
especially at a time when profound 
changes are on the horizon.

Then again, what other choice is 
there when it is a question of sav-
ing the republic, or whatever is left 
of it, even if the person chosen has 
the mind of putschist and is not 

afraid of pursuing the worst-case 
scenario?

It is scandalous that Aoun has 
relied on Hezbollah votes to form 
a majority coalition in parlia-
ment. It is even more scandalous 
that Aoun insists on designating 
his son-in-law, Gebran Bassil, as 
minister knowing fully well that 
the latter would not have been able 
to secure one parliamentary seat 
in the district where he was run-
ning because Hezbollah does not 
carry enough weight in that same 
district.

Hariri had no choice but to ac-
cept the gamble, especially when 
Samir Geagea, executive chair-
man of the Lebanese Forces party, 
had publicly endorsed Aoun. In 
Lebanon, there are basically five 
significant Christian voting blocs.

The largest Christian bloc is that 
of the independent voters, those 
who do not belong to any political 
formation. Some of these Chris-
tians back Aoun and others are 
fiercely opposed to him. The sec-
ond bloc is that of Aoun’s support-
ers. These tend to be lower class, 
uncultured and definitely blinded 
by their Christian fanaticism. The 
other voting Christian blocs are 
the Lebanese Phalanges Party, the 
Lebanese Forces Party and the 
Marada Movement Party.

Hariri has stated that he consid-
ers the presidential elections top 

priority for the country. They must 
take place even if it meant endors-
ing Aoun. He also revealed that, 
after consulting with Suleiman 
Frangieh, he had a firm agree-
ment with Aoun on three main 
points. The first concerns Aoun’s 
commitment not to change the 
regime, meaning sticking with the 
Taif agreement. The second is a 
commitment to bring to life former 
president Rafik Hariri’s develop-
ment and construction project. 
The last point is a promise to keep 
away from the events in Syria.

It is not clear whether Aoun 
realised the dangers of embroiling 
Lebanon in the Syrian conflict but 
he must have certainly understood 
the dangers of having 1.5 million 
Syrian refugees in Lebanon.

The problem with Aoun is that 
he has never understood the con-
cept of the “city”. Returning Beirut 
to its former glory as an economic 
and touristic beacon in the Middle 
East is beyond his grasp. He has 
never been more than a military 
person dabbling in politics and a 
politician when military solutions 
were required.

We have to admit, though, that 
Aoun has been true to his 2006 
commitments to Hezbollah, which 
provided him with the necessary 
backing in exchange for a Christian 
cover for Hezbollah’s sectarian 
weapon in Lebanon.

It is also legitimate to wonder 
whether Hezbollah and, by exten-
sion, Iran will stop backing Aoun 
now. In other words, as a perpetual 
candidate for the presidency, Aoun 
would have served his purpose in 
keeping the crisis alive in Lebanon. 
Now that the Future Movement 
party has accepted him as the only 
candidate, the expectation is that 
Hezbollah would change its tune 
regarding Aoun unless Hezbollah 
has other uses for him.

Could it be that Hezbollah and 
Iran want through Aoun to do 
away with the Taif agreement and 
with the equal division of power 
between Christians and Muslims in 
Lebanon? The question is legiti-
mate.

That the Taif agreement needs 
revising is legitimate but that it 
be done under threat is not. Saad 
Hariri’s wise decision to endorse 
Aoun placed the onus of the truth 
on Hezbollah. Does Hezbollah want 
a president for the republic or does 
it want to change the republic in 
pursuit of its old dream?

Still, there is one last reservation: 
Aoun has a history of dealing with 
events with the mind of putschist. 
Perhaps Hezbollah can use him 
exactly for that purpose once he is 
in power.

Khairallah Khairallah is a Lebanese 
writer.

Khairallah 
Khairallah

View point
Does 
Hezbollah 
want a 
president 
for the 
republic or 
does it want 
to change 
the republic 
in pursuit 
of its old 
dream?

It is scandalous that Aoun has 
relied on Hezbollah votes to 
form a majority coalition in 
parliament.



9October 30, 2016

News & Analysis

Beirut

A 

t 6.22am on Sunday, Oc-
tober 23rd, 1983, a lone 
bomber drove a yellow 
Mercedes truck packed 
with 9,500 kilograms of 

pentaerythritol tetranitrate high 
explosive enhanced by butane gas 
canisters through the 1.5-metre-
high barbed-wire perimeter of the 
US Marine base in Beirut’s disused 
international airport.

Then he rammed the truck into 
the lobby of the four-storey build-
ing known as the Battalion Landing 
Team headquarters (BLT) and deto-
nated the bomb.

The bed of the truck was lined 
with concrete, intended to direct 
the blast upwards into the struc-
ture, which was literally lifted off 
the ground before collapsing in on 
itself and the sleeping Americans 
inside.

The explosion, the largest non-
nuclear blast on record at the time, 
flattened the concrete and steel-re-
inforced building and killed 241 US 
service personnel.

A near-simultaneous suicide at-
tack using a pick-up truck on the 
French military barracks in Ramlet 
al-Baida, 3km to the north, levelled 
the nine-storey building and killed 
58 Foreign Legionnaires.

The US and French troops were 
part of a Multinational Force (MNF) 
deployed in Beirut in 1982 at the 
Lebanese government’s request in 
an attempt to stabilise the country, 
then in the eighth year of its 1975-
2000 civil war and invaded by Is-
rael.

The two suicide attacks against 
the MNF, launched in apparent re-
taliation for growing US support for 
the Christian-dominated Lebanese 
government, signalled a murderous 
milestone in international terror-
ism.

The operation, universally 
blamed on the Iranian-backed 
Hezbollah, then in its infancy and 
pioneering the deadly new tactic 
of suicide bombing by vehicle, was 
unprecedented because of the mag-
nitude of the destruction it caused.

The Marine barracks bombing 
was the deadliest terror attack on 
Americans before the 9/11 carnage. 

It inspired Osama bin Laden, then 
fighting the Soviet Army in Afghan-
istan, who later formed al-Qaeda 
and took terrorist bombings to a 
fearsome new level.

That began with twin bombings 
of the US embassies in Nairobi and 
Dar es Salaam on August 7th, 1998, 
in which 244 people were killed 
and more than 5,000 wounded.

October 23rd, 1983, marked the 
end of decades of self-imposed re-
straint by Palestinian and other ter-
rorist groups in the Middle East and 
Europe by breaching a psychologi-
cal barrier that ushered in an age 
of wholesale slaughter, which has 
become the trademark of al-Qaeda 
and its jihadist offspring, the Islam-
ic State (ISIS).

The slaughter of that Sunday 
morning established Hezbollah 
as a major force in international 
terrorism through mass-casualty 
bombings, particularly against the 
Americans.

According to Colonel Timothy J. 
Geraghty, commander of the 24th 
Marine Amphibious Unit based at 
Beirut’s seaside airport, the twin at-
tacks were part of a strategic cam-
paign by Iran and Syria to drive 
Western powers out of Lebanon.

And they did. The slaughter of 
299 prime fighting men for the 
loss of two suicide bombers was 
too high a cost for Western govern-
ments to accept.

The psychological effects of the 
twin bombings, and especially the 
religious zealotry behind them, 
were overwhelming to Western 
minds. Here was a new and ruthless 
enemy beyond anything they had 
encountered in the Middle East.

“The world we live in and what 
we knew of the future security en-
vironment was forever changed,” 
General James Amos, commandant 
of the US Marine Corps, said at a 
memorial ceremony in Washington 
on the 30th anniversary of the Bei-
rut bombings. “It was a new way to 
attack the West,” he said.

In February 1984, in a major US 
policy shift, president Ronald Rea-
gan and the Americans’ MNF allies 
— France, Britain and Italy — un-
ceremoniously and ignominiously 
abandoned Lebanon — after Reagan 
had repeatedly pledged not to do so 
— and left the country to its fate and 
six more years of civil war bloodlet-
ting.

Here was a template for a chain of 
disastrous US interventions in the 
greater Middle East, among them 
Somalia in 1993-95, Iraq in 2003-
11 and a 15-year-old conflict in Af-
ghanistan, the United States’ long-
est war in which Americans are still 
dying.

The Western withdrawal from 
Lebanon also demonstrated to the 
Muslim extremists, Shias and Sun-
nis alike, that the Americans had 
become risk-averse and could be 
humbled by Islamist warriors fight-
ing an asymmetric war.

By bringing about the MNF’s hu-
miliating retreat, Iran and Syria, 
allied with Hezbollah, only then 
emerging from the shadows, de-
clared war on the West.

Extreme Islamic fundamentalism 
was unleashed, introducing a reli-
gious dynamic to a phenomenon 
that had essentially been driven by 
nationalism, injustice and poverty.

But the lessons of October 1983 
were not learnt until 18 years later 
when bin Laden’s jihadists took ter-
rorism to even bloodier heights by 
taking the war to America’s sym-
bols of power.

“Over time,” observed Matthew 
Levitt of the Washington Institute 
for Near East Policy, “Hezbollah 
and Iran’s interests in driving for-
eign forces out of Lebanon would 
expand from attacks targeting 
Western interests in Lebanon to at-
tacks on Western interests abroad.”

In December 1983, a congres-
sional inquiry into the BLT bomb-
ing concluded that “very serious 
errors in judgment” by officers on 
the ground, up through the chain of 
command had left the US Marines 
vulnerable.

Much of the blame fell on Ger-
aghty. In his 2009 book, Peacekeep-
ers At War, he insisted that he was 
the victim of military ineptitude 
and political interference.

A congressional commission that 
investigated the attack on the Ma-
rines declared that Geraghty “bore 

the principal responsibility” for 
the Marine Corps’ worst single-day 
fatalities since the invasion of Iwo 
Jima in 1945.

He was relieved of his command 
and later left the Marines, joining 
the Central Intelligence Agency’s 
counterterrorism division.

Geraghty and those who sup-
port him maintain he was made the 
scapegoat for others’ mistakes. He 
was not without sympathisers on 
the commission.

US Representative, Larry Hop-
kins, R-Kentucky, was harshly criti-
cal of the Pentagon brass and the 
utter absurdity of the MNF mission 
to restore stability in a complex, 
religion-driven Middle Eastern civil 
war.

“The people of the Middle East 
have been fighting since the days 
of Abraham,” Hopkins said. “Ask-
ing our Marines to stop the fight-
ing there is like trying to change 
the course of Niagara Falls with a 
bucket.”

There’s a resonance there with 
US President Barack Obama’s reluc-
tance to drag the United States into 
another Middle Eastern maelstrom 
in Syria.

In the end, Reagan took respon-
sibility for the Beirut catastrophe, 
precluding any courts-martial. Ger-
aghty, nonetheless, became an ear-
ly casualty of the global war against 
terrorism.

He said he was dangerously ex-
posed in “an abominable position” 
at Beirut airport amid a deteriorat-
ing crisis, his military options se-
verely limited by the ambiguities of 
deploying assault troops as peace-
keepers in the bewildering com-
plexity of Lebanon’s multisided 
civil war.

Once Washington decided to use 
military force in Lebanon, particu-
larly the 16-inch guns on the battle-
ships cruising offshore, to support 
the Lebanese Army fighting Syri-
an-backed Muslim militias in the 

mountains above Beirut, the peace-
keepers lost the neutrality under 
which they had been cloaked.

As Geraghty explained, and as 
many observers in Beirut at that 
time knew, it was just a matter of 
time before radical forces, particu-
larly Iran’s Islamic Revolutionary 
Guards Corps clamouring to get to 
grips with the Great Satan, went af-
ter the Americans.

Tehran and Damascus knew the 
longer the Americans stayed in Leb-
anon the stronger the Christian-led 
army would become.

Indeed, Geraghty argued that 
the Syrians and Iranians, with their 
Lebanese proxies, deliberately set 
out “to provoke us into unleashing 
our massive firepower against the 
Druze and Muslim militias”, thus 
dragging the Americans into the 
war.

Ironically, the invading Israelis 
wanted the same thing but with the 
Americans on their side.

Geraghty blamed the American 
entanglement in the fighting to a 
large extent on gung-ho US special 
presidential adviser Robert Mc-
Farlane, who six years later would 
be one of the shadowy figures at 
the centre of the Iran-Contra affair 
scandal that involved clandestine 
White House dealings with Tehran 
and almost brought down Reagan’s 
presidency.

The author portrayed McFarlane, 
who others said was heavily influ-
enced by the Israelis and their de-
sire to get the United States into the 
war, as a leading advocate of using 
maximum force to support the be-
leaguered Lebanese Army.

In his book, Geraghty recounted 
that in one of many heated ex-
changes, he yelled at McFarlane: 
“This will cost us our neutrality. 
Don’t you realise we’ll get slaugh-
tered down here? We’re sitting 
ducks.”

With the benefit of hindsight, 
Geraghty argued that the US fail-
ure to retaliate for the BLT attack, 
the suicide bombing that demol-
ished the US embassy on Beirut’s 
corniche six months earlier and the 
frenzy of hostage-taking through-
out the 1980s, emboldened the ter-
rorists and their sponsors to believe 
they could go on attacking US and 
Western interests with impunity — 
leading, ultimately, to the suicide 
attacks of 9/11.

In war against terror, 1983 Beirut bombing
was a murderous milestone

Ed Blanche

An October 1983 file photo shows the scene around the US Marine base near Beirut Airport following a massive bomb blast that destroyed the base.

Tehran and 
Damascus knew the 
longer the Americans 
stayed in Lebanon 
the stronger the 
Christian-led army 
would become.

Lebanon

The slaughter of that 
Sunday morning 
established 
Hezbollah as a major 
force in international 
terrorism.
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I 

n a rare public acknowledge-
ment, Kuwaiti officials con-
ceded they need to do more 
to stop the Islamic State (ISIS) 
from obtaining funding from 

within Kuwait’s borders.
At a meeting of the Counter-ISIL 

Finance Group (CIFG) in Kuwait 
City, Kuwaiti Deputy Foreign Min-
ister Khaled al-Jarallah said his 
country had “a lot to do, though 
we are satisfied with what we have 
done so far”. He added that Kuwait 
was prepared to cooperate with the 
international community fighting 
terrorism.

“ISIL” is another acronymn for 
the Islamic State.

Jarallah stressed that Kuwait 
“has come a long way in introduc-
ing legislation that controls the col-
lection of (charity) donations”, a 
method believed to be exploited by 

terrorist group sympathisers.
The issue of ISIS in Kuwait goes 

beyond funding as the US-led coa-
lition offensive against ISIS in Iraq 
could result in a blowback in the 
Arab Gulf state.

“We are fully prepared and ready 
to deal with any negative develop-
ments in the region, including the 
consequences of what is happen-
ing in Mosul, which we hope to see 
liberated,” Jarallah said.

CIFG was launched in March 
2015 by Italy, Saudi Arabia and the 
United States to coordinate efforts 
to combat ISIS’s financial activities.

There has been mounting criti-
cism from the United States that 
Kuwait and fellow Gulf Arab state 
Qatar needed to do more to tackle 
funding for ISIS, which controls 
land in Iraq and Syria and declared 
war on Gulf Cooperation Council 
(GCC) members.

Earlier this year, leaked e-mail 
messages attributed to US presi-

dential hopeful Hillary Clinton 
while she was secretary of State 
accused Saudi Arabia and Qatar of 
clandestinely supporting ISIS and 
other radical groups. In June, on 
the campaign trail in Ohio, Clinton 
stated: “It is long past time for the 
Saudis, Qataris and Kuwaitis and 
others to stop their citizens from 
funding extremist organisations.”

This resulted in an angry rebuke 
from Arab Gulf countries, with Sau-
di Arabia stressing through one of 
its missions that: “Accusations lev-
elled against the kingdom of being 
lax or of supporting extremism fail 
to recognise the kingdom’s leader-
ship role in combating terrorism.”

It added that the kingdom in the 

last two years had been targeted by 
26 terrorist attacks and that it was a 
top priority for it to neutralise the 
“men, the money and the mindset 
that [promotes] extremism, espe-
cially violent extremism”.

A recent report in Jane’s Defence 
Weekly said Qatar supports several 
“Islamist rebel forces”, including 
Ahrar al-Sham. The tiny Gulf nation 
is also one of the biggest support-
ers of the global Muslim Brother-
hood movement, which is banned 
in many countries, including Saudi 
Arabia and Egypt.

The fight against ISIS is seen as a 
matter of survival for the GCC, as 
2015 saw the terrorist group make 
its presence known throughout the 
alliance.

In Saudi Arabia, ISIS launched at-
tacks to stir sectarian strife within 
the majority Sunni kingdom. This 
resulted in a crack down by Saudi 
authorities reminiscent of their 
pursuit of al-Qaeda more than ten 

years ago.
By the middle of last year, Saudi 

security authorities said they had 
thwarted operations sponsored by 
ISIS and arrested more than 400 in-
dividuals allegedly affiliated with 
it.

In September 2015, a Kuwaiti 
court sentenced seven men to 
death for their roles in a Shia 
mosque bombing claimed by ISIS, 
the bloodiest attack in the Gulf 
state’s history.

A total of 29 defendants, seven of 
them women, have been on trial on 
charges of helping a Saudi suicide 
bomber carry out a June 26th at-
tack that killed 26 Shia worship pers 
and wounded 227.

US Assistant Treasury Secretary 
for Terrorist Financing Daniel Gla-
ser in September praised Saudi 
Arabia for its cooperation against 
terror funding, calling the king-
dom, “a very willing and capable 
partner”.

London

D 

espite being on opposite 
ends of the conflict in 
Syria, Saudi Arabia and 
Russia have agreed to 
work together to boost 

global oil prices.
The agreement came after a 

meeting in Riyadh between Gulf 
Cooperation Council (GCC) energy 
ministers and Russian Energy Min-
ister Alexander Novak. In a state-
ment after the meeting, Novak said 
that production limits for Russia 
and other oil-producing countries 
were under discussion. He did not 
provide specifics.

“We see the need to balance the 
market in the coming months to 
encourage the return of invest-
ments and the reduction of vola-
tility,” Novak said, adding that an 
unprecedented level in coopera-
tion had been reached with Saudi 
Arabia.

Saudi Oil Minister Khalid al-
Falih emphasised the need to “re-
store balance” as the current cycle 
of falling crude prices was close to 
an end.

Whether the “unprecedented 

level” of cooperation translates 
into a breakthrough regarding the 
Syrian war is unclear but Russian 
political analyst Grigory Kosach 
said that was highly unlikely due 
to numerous political differences.

In an interview with the Russian 
daily Moskovsky Komsomolets, 
Kosach said that, besides Rus-
sia’s supporting Syrian President 
Bashar Assad, Moscow was reluc-
tant to begin dialogue with Syrian 
groups that Saudi Arabia calls the 
“moderate opposition”.

Russia’s position has wavered 
on the Yemen conflict in which a 
Saudi-backed coalition is battling 
Houthi rebels supported by Iran. 
Russia seeks to develop good rela-
tions with Iran, which Saudi Arabia 
regards as a strategic enemy.

Pro-Kremlin media have sup-
ported the Houthi-Iran narrative. 
In April 2015 during a UN Security 
Council meeting, Russia abstained 
from voting on a resolution calling 
for an arms ban on the Houthis, 
a move that did not endear Mos-
cow to the Arab coalition at war in 
Yemen.

Previously, both oil giants were 
locked in a costly battle for market 
share.

Last year, the head of Russia’s 
biggest oil company, Rosneft, said 
during an economic conference 
that Saudi Arabia was “actively 
dumping, which is an element of 
the changes in world prices. With-
out doubt, the battle for markets is 
at this stage one of the key factors.”

“We have to make every effort to 
prevent a decrease in our share of 
supplies,” Rosneft Chief Executive 
Officer Igor Sechin said.

The assessment by Sechin came 
as major oil companies, such as 
Shell and Total, were cutting long-
standing use of Russian crude in 
favour of Saudi grades.

With the battle for market share 
taking its toll on both countries’ 
economies, the question of wheth-
er the recent meeting in Riyadh 
will lead to production cuts re-
mains.

“Realistically speaking, a freeze 

is much more possible than a cut,” 
said Richard Mallinson, geopoliti-
cal analyst at Energy Aspects, an 
independent research consultan-
cy. Russian President Vladimir Pu-
tin indicated in early October that 
Russia might be open to a freeze 
in production levels if members 
of the Organisation of the Petro-
leum Exporting Countries (OPEC) 
were to cut production as a part of 
a deal.

Gulf officials are wary of Russian 
pledges due to experiences such as 
in the early 2000s when Moscow 
promised cuts but never carried 

them out.
Mallinson said the Kremlin was 

exploring tax schemes that could 
influence oil firms and that OPEC’s 
desire to reach a deal internally 
with indications of support from 
the top levels of the Russian gov-
ernment was a positive develop-
ment.

OPEC is to meet November 30th 
in Vienna to finalise an agreement 
on an oil output freeze.

Mohammed Alkhereiji is 
the Gulf section editor of The Arab 
Weekly.

Kuwait pledges to do more to curb ISIS financing

Oil politics bring Saudi Arabia and Russia together

The Arab Weekly staff

Mohammed Alkhereiji

Representatives of countries attend the meeting of the Counter-ISIL Finance Group (CIFG), which was formed early last year and is led 
by the United States, Italy and Saudi Arabia and made up of more than 35 countries and four international bodies, in Kuwait City, on October 24th.                     (AFP)

News & Analysis Gulf

The fight against ISIS 
is seen as a matter of 
survival for the GCC.

Saudi Oil Minister Khalid al-Falih (3rd R) addresses a Gulf ministerial meeting in Riyadh on October 
23rd, 2016.                 (AFP)

Gulf officials are 
wary of Russian 
pledges.
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UAE backs UN peace plan for Yemen

News & Analysis Yemen

Dubai

F 

or the past few years Iran 
has been charged by Saudi 
Arabia and its Arab Gulf 
allies of supporting the 
Houthi insurgency against 

the government of Yemeni Presi-
dent Abd Rabbo Mansour Hadi.

Numerous reports have articu-
lated Iranian support for the Houthi 
insurgency based around weapons 
transfers, financing and training 
support to Houthi fighters since 
about 2004, though the coopera-
tion appears to have intensified 
strongly over the past 24 months.

Several Iranian shipments carry-
ing AK-47s, rocket-propelled gre-
nade launchers and other weapons 
to Yemen have been intercepted by 
Yemeni authorities and US forces 
since 2010.

Former president Ali Abdullah 
Saleh, who ended his decades-long 
opposition and fight against the 
Houthis in 2013, had repeatedly 
spoken about Iranian support of the 
Houthis. According to Saleh, the 
Houthis’ anti-US rhetoric and op-
position to Israel earn them much 
sympathy in Iran.

Iran has acknowledged its moral 
support for Houthi fighters though 
it dismisses charges of material sup-
port to the insurgency. However, 
the Houthis’ credentials as a Shia 
militia and their political opposi-
tion to Saudi Arabia clearly make 
them a useful partner for Tehran in 
its cold war with Riyadh.

Reports suggest that Iran has di-
rected Hezbollah to support Houthi 
insurgents. Hezbollah, however, 
may have limited its activity to ad-
visers and trainers to Houthi com-

manders rather than taking to the 
front lines. Regional observers have 
also tried to link the Yemen con-
flict with the Syrian war, with one 
theory suggesting that Iran seeks to 
use Yemen as leverage against Sau-
di Arabia for achieving its desired 
outcome in Syria by raising the re-
gional costs of Saudi confrontation 
with it.

Others point to how the Houthis 
provide Tehran with a new advan-
tage in its rivalry with Saudi Arabia, 
given that its traditional allies Hez-
bollah, Hamas and the Assad regime 
in Syria are not focused on direct 
military competition with Saudi 
Arabia along Saudi territories.

Despite its Shia theology and 
revolutionary ideals, the Houthi 
ideology has subtle but important 
divergences from Iran. The Houthis, 
whose official name is Ansar Al-
lah, are a religious-political move-
ment composed of Zaidi Muslims. 

The Zaidi branch of Islam initially 
emerged following the failed upris-
ing of Zayd ibn Ali, the grandson of 
Hussein ibn Ali, against the Umayy-
ad Caliph, Hisham ibn Abdul Malik, 
who ruled between 724-743.

Zaidis are among the oldest 
branches of Shia Islam. However, 
as far as Islamic jurisprudence goes, 
they are regarded to be close to the 
Hanafi school of Sunni Islam. Zaidis 
have been described as the closest 
of Shia sects to Sunni Islam.

Unlike Twelver Shias, who repre-
sent the majority of Shia Muslims, 
Zaidis do not believe in the infalli-
bility of imams and do not believe 
that the imamate must pass heredi-
tarily, though it can be only claimed 
by a descendant of the Prophet’s 
daughter, Fatimah.

Zaidis have their own historical 
line of imams, established about 
897, who then implemented a mix 
of religious and secular rule in parts 

of present-day Yemen until a repub-
lican revolution ended the Zaidi 
imamate in 1962.

However, the Zaidi imamates 
never managed to truly unify Yem-
en or form solid foundations for 
their rule. Following the removal of 
the last Zaidi caliph, large numbers 
of Zaidis in the north were reported 
to have converted to Sunni Islam. 
Nonetheless, Zaidis are estimated 
to make up half of the Yemeni popu-
lation today, mainly concentrated in 
the north.

The Houthis are composed main-
ly of Shia tribesmen renowned 
for their combat skills and surviv-
ability in the rugged, arid regions 
from which they hail. The Houthis 
originally formed as a more mod-
erate group in the Sa’dah governo-
rate called the Believing Youth in 
1992. Since then, the Houthis, who 
get their popular name from their 
founder, Badreddin Houthi, have 

undergone much transformation 
as they grew into the very effective 
and dangerous insurgency.

Culturally and ideologically, the 
Zaidis retain a distinct identity from 
Twelver Shias, one that at least until 
now Iran has been unable to effec-
tively penetrate from a political-re-
ligious perspective.

How the conflict in Yemen devel-
ops and how the clerical establish-
ment of Iran and its revolutionary 
flag carriers can court the Houthis 
and wider Zaidi diaspora may alter 
their future relationship but, for 
now, the alliance seems to remain 
built on current mutual interests 
rather than on any truly unifying 
and binding ideological commit-
ment to one another.

Sabahat Khan is based in Dubai 
and maintains a cross-disciplinary 
focus in international security, 
defence policy and strategic issues.

Sana’a

T 

he United Arab Emirates, 
a leading member of the 
Arab coalition fighting 
Houthi rebels in Yemen, 
has endorsed a UN peace 

plan designed to end the war but 
which appears to sideline Presi-
dent Abd Rabbo Mansour Hadi.

UAE Minister of State for Foreign 
Affairs Anwar Gargash described 
the plan put forward to the rebels 
as a political solution to the Yemeni 
crisis.

Gargash, posting on Twitter, said: 
“The aim of a political settlement 
is to give priority to the interest of 
Yemen and regional stability. UN 
efforts represent a chance to bring 
Yemenis back to the political track. 
Other alternatives are gloomy.”

Details of the UN peace plan have 
not been released but Reuters re-
ported that it all but relegates Hadi 
to being a symbolic figure.

The UN plan states: “As part of 
the signing of a complete and com-
prehensive agreement, the current 
vice-president (Ali Munsen al-Ah-
mar) will resign and President Hadi 
will appoint a new vice-president.”

“After the completion of the 
withdrawal from Sana’a and the 
handing over of heavy and me-

dium weapons (including ballistic 
missiles), Hadi will transfer all his 
powers to a vice-president, and the 
vice-president will appoint a new 
prime minister… (who will form) 
a national unity government,” it 
added.

The Hadi government is yet to of-
ficially comment but in previous 
statements its members insisted 
that Hadi’s legitimacy was a red 
line.

Former president Ali Abdullah 
Saleh, a Houthi ally and head of 
the General People’s Congress, is 
apparently gearing up for a power 
grab. Sources told The Arab Weekly 
that Saleh has been overstating 
his role and involvement in the 
Supreme Political Council, which 
was set up by the rebels to run the 
country’s affairs but is viewed as 
illegitimate by the international 
community.

The aim by Saleh is to strength-
en his hand during negotiations, 
which has irked the Houthi lead-
ership and was conveyed during a 
meeting with UN Special Envoy Is-
mail Ould Cheikh Ahmed.

The Houthis continued to fire 
ballistic missiles at Saudi Arabia, 
with the latest such attack aimed 
at the holy city of Mecca, the Saudi 
press agency said.

Coalition forces intercepted a 
missile launched by Houthi militias 
October 27th from Sa’dah province 

towards Mecca, the agency said. 
The missile was destroyed about 
65km from Mecca without caus-
ing any damage. It added that the 
coalition subsequently targeted the 
missile launch site.

Houthi media confirmed the mis-
sile attack but said the intended 
target was King Abdulaziz Interna-
tional Airport in Jeddah, which is 

part of the Mecca region. The Iran-
allied militia said a Volcano-1 vari-
ant missile was used in the attack.

Shia Houthis and their allies 
overran Sana’a in September 2014, 
seizing most of the country and 
Hadi fled to Saudi Arabia.

A Saudi-led Arab coalition, sup-
ported by the United States and 
Britain, began an air campaign 

against the rebels in March 2015. 
Arab coalition ground troops later 
entered the fight. The United Na-
tions estimates that more than 
7,000 people have been killed in 
the fighting and 2.8 million people 
displaced.

Saleh Baidhani is an Arab Weekly 
contributor based in Sana’a.

The ideological affinities of the Houthis with Iran 
Sabahat Khan

Shia tribesmen, known as Houthis, attend a tribal gathering  in Sana'a, Yemen, last December.                                                                              (AP)

UN envoy for Yemen Ismail Ould Cheikh Ahmed speaks to reporters upon his departure at Sana’a 
airport following a two-day visit to Sana’a, Yemen.                                                                                        (Reuters)

The Houthis’ anti-US 
rhetoric and 
opposition to Israel 
earn them much 
sympathy in Iran.

The UN peace plan 
designed to end the 
war appears to 
sideline President 
Abd Rabbo Mansour 
Hadi.

The United Nations 
estimates that more 
than 7,000 people have 
been killed in the 
fighting and 2.8 million 
people displaced

Saleh Baidhani
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Sisi’s foreign policy is a balancing act

S 

ince becoming Egypt’s 
president, Abdel Fattah 
al-Sisi has pursued an 
admirably erratic 
approach to foreign 
policy that has secured 

major gains for Egypt but left 
allies and enemies confused and 
concerned.

Sisi, a former army general, has 
variously indicated an openness 
for closer ties and stronger coop-
eration with seemingly opposing 
regional and international powers 
such as the United States, Russia, 
China, Saudi Arabia and Iran. Giv-
en the nature of geopolitics and 
the tense relationships between 
some of these countries, it should 
be impossible to move closer to 
one without moving away from 
another.

The United States has tradition-
ally been one of Egypt’s closest 
allies, providing the country 
with an estimated $1.3 billion in 
military aid annually since 1979. 
Yet Sisi also signed a $3.5 billion 
weapons deal with Moscow in 
September 2014 and accepted a 
$25 billion loan from Russia to 

build a nuclear power plant. How 
is Washington to read Sisi cosying 
up to Russian President Vladimir 
Putin at a time when US-Russian 
relations are in sharp decline?

Sisi has also increasingly 
opened Egypt to China, meeting 
with Chinese President Xi Jinping 
on four occasions in the last two 
years. In January 2016, Beijing 
pledged to invest up to $15 billion 
in Egypt, including assisting in 
the construction of Egypt’s new 
administrative capital.

Will Sisi be able to juggle com-
peting claims from three of the 
world’s largest powers?

Regionally, Saudi Arabia and 
the Arab Gulf countries have 
traditionally been among Egypt’s 
closest allies. Riyadh pledged $5 
billion to Cairo in July 2013 and 
an additional $4 billion in March 
2015, in addition to monthly 
petroleum shipments for five 
years thought to be worth $23 
billion. How is Riyadh to react to 
news that Cairo is backing Syrian 
President Bashar Assad to remain 
in power and even hosted his se-
curity chief, Ali Mamluk, in Cairo 
when Saudi Arabia views Assad’s 
removal as an urgent necessity?

The approaches of the two 
countries reflect differences 
in priorities. For Saudi Arabia, 
the priority is countering Iran. 
For Egypt, the Muslim Brother-
hood remains the main source 

of concern. Saudi Arabia wants 
the Iran-backed Assad out; Sisi 
worries that Islamists, including 
the Muslim Brotherhood, will 
replace him. The same argument 
was rehashed in Yemen where 
Riyadh wanted Egypt to join its 
military coalition to fight against 
Iran-backed Houthi rebels but Sisi 
demurred.

Egypt in October voted in 
favour of opposing resolutions 
on a Syrian ceasefire, a move that 
amply demonstrated the increas-
ingly awkward position that Cairo 
will find itself in as it tries to 
maintain its strange and contra-
dictory web of alliances.

More important, this gambit 
simply did not work and Cairo 
came in for rare public criticism 
from Riyadh, which halted ship-
ments of petroleum, albeit tem-
porarily. Saudi Arabia and Egypt 
need each other but few can deny 
that things are complicated and 
there is only so much room to 
manoeuvre.

The economic pressures facing 
Egypt domestically mean that Sisi 
must push for as much foreign as-
sistance as possible. However, the 
prickly patriotism of the Egyptian 
people means that he cannot af-
ford to be appearing to go hat in 
hand either.

Sisi’s decision to return two 
islands — Tiran and Sanafir — to 
Riyadh in the same week that 

Saudi Arabia announced a slew of 
investments exemplified the chal-
lenge he is facing and there were 
unprecedented protests in Egypt 
in reaction to this. If Sisi had de-
cided to commit Egyptian troops 
to a Saudi-led coalition in Yemen 
and become part of a conflict that 
most Egyptians view as nothing to 
do with them, then such protests 
and criticisms would only have 
been amplified.

Sisi is engaged in a difficult 
and delicate balancing act. He is 
seeking to avoid lurching too far 
in any one direction. To move too 
close to Putin would threaten the 
military aid offered by the United 
States. To take too strong a stance 
on Syria could cause Riyadh to 
withdraw its backing. All the while 
his supporters bridle at sugges-
tions that he could be another 
stooge of the United States or 
Saudi Arabia, like Hosni Mubarak, 
and hail his reorientation towards 
Moscow.

The longer Sisi can sit on the 
fence, the more gains he can 
secure for Egypt but given the 
increasingly divisive geopolitical 
situation abroad and the economic 
and social pressure at home, there 
are questions as to how long he 
can sustain this approach. One 
wonders whether it would be 
wiser for Sisi to pick a side before 
circumstances take the decision 
out of his hands.

Mahmud
el-Shafey

View point
Will Sisi 
be able 
to juggle 
competing 
claims from 
three of 
the world’s 
largest 
powers?

One wonders whether it would 
be wiser for Sisi to pick a side 
before circumstances take the 
decision out of his hands.

Cairo

T 

he angry reaction of many 
Egyptians to seeing a pic-
ture of Iranian Supreme 
Leader Ayatollah Ali 
Khamenei on an advertis-

ing billboard is indicative of many 
Egyptians’ feelings towards the Is-
lamic Republic, authorities said.

The advert for the Al Ghad Al 
Arabi channel portrayed Khamenei 
appearing to take a selfie with im-
ages from Gulf Arab countries in 
the background. Al Ghad said its 
ad symbolised Iranian ambitions in 
the Gulf region. Even though it did 
not show Khamenei in a good light, 
just seeing his magnified image on a 
billboard was enough to anger many 
Egyptians. Authorities removed the 
ad hours after it was put up out of 
concerns it incited public anger.

The move came amid calls for ad-
ditional dialogue with Tehran fol-
lowing strains in ties with Egypt’s 
strongest financial backer, Saudi 
Arabia.

“A rapprochement is necessary 
between Cairo and Tehran, given 
their apparent agreement on sever-
al regional files,” said independent 
Iranian affairs specialist Mohamed 
Mustafa. “Iran has been trying to 
break the ice with Egypt for some 
time.”

Diplomatic relations between 
Cairo and Tehran halted in 1981 af-
ter Iran hailed as “heroes” the as-
sassins of Egyptian president Anwar 
Sadat. Sadat had angered Iranians 
by hosting shah Mohammad Reza 
Pahlavi, who was deposed in Iran’s 
1979 Islamic revolution.

In August 2012, Iran was the sec-
ond country Islamist president Mu-
hammad Morsi visited, the first trip 
to Tehran by an Egyptian president 
since 1979. Five months later, then 
Iranian president Mahmoud Ah-
madinejad visited Cairo.

This fledgling détente was put on 

hold after Gulf countries backed 
Morsi’s overthrow in July 2013. 
Talk has renewed in Cairo in recent 
weeks on the need for better rela-
tions with Tehran, especially after 
Cairo and Riyadh’s lack of political 
accord became apparent.

Observers said Cairo and Tehran 
agree on several issues, including 
the war in Syria.

“When it comes to some regional 
files Cairo is closer to Tehran and 
Moscow than to Saudi Arabia and 
other Gulf states,” said Hassan Na-
faa, a political science professor at 
Cairo University. “Nobody knows 
how this similarity in views will 
bring Cairo and Tehran closer to-
gether in the future but the sure 
thing is that it will drive Cairo and 
Riyadh apart.”

Saudi Arabia, which has given 
Egypt billions of dollars in econom-
ic aid in recent years, was angered 

by Egypt’s stance on Syria. Egypt 
wants the Syrian conflict to be set-
tled peacefully but opposes some of 
the Islamist groups fighting the Syr-
ian Army and does not object to Syr-
ian President Bashar Assad staying 
in power. Saudi Arabia insists that 
Assad step down and backs some 
Islamist groups fighting him.

Cairo and Riyadh also are at odds 
on how to handle Yemen’s Houthi 
insurgency. Saudi media accused 
Cairo of not doing enough militar-
ily to help in Riyadh’s anti-Houthi 
campaign.

In early October, signs of addi-
tional discord surfaced when Saudi 
oil giant Aramco refused to send 
Egypt 700,000 tonnes of oil. Cairo 
and Riyadh had agreed in April that 
Aramco would ship 700,000 tonnes 
of oil each month for five years to 
Egypt with Cairo paying for the 
shipments over 15 years.

Soon after the initial furore over 
the Aramco oil cut, a senior Syrian 
security official met with Egyptian 
intelligence to discuss coordination 
between the two countries, dealing 
a further blow to Egyptian-Saudi re-
lations.

Iraq said it would provide Egypt 
with more oil to compensate for 
the Saudi oil cut and a few days 
later Tehran was reported to have 
insisted that Egyptian officials at-
tend a meeting on the Syrian crisis 
in Switzerland.

The developments should not be 
taken as a sign that Cairo and Teh-
ran will normalise relations soon, 
said Adel al-Safti, a former assistant 
Foreign minister.

“Egypt will never throw its for-
eign policy principles aside because 
of tensions with one country or an-
other,” Safti said. “Despite tensions 
with Saudi Arabia, Egypt views Iran 

as a destabilising force in this re-
gion.”

Safti, a member of the Egyptian 
Council for Foreign Affairs, which 
includes former diplomats advising 
the government on foreign policy, 
added that Egypt cannot risk its ties 
with Saudi Arabia by improving re-
lations with Iran.

This view, some analysts say, is 
not pragmatic enough and will do 
nothing to advance either Egypt’s 
or Saudi Arabia’s interests.

Egyptian columnist Abdullah 
al-Senawi wrote recently that im-
proved relations between Cairo and 
Tehran were necessary.

“These relations will serve the 
interests of both Egypt and Saudi 
Arabia,” Senawi wrote in the daily al 
Shorouk.

Ahmed Megahid is an Egyptian 
reporter based in Cairo.

Egypt seen as shifting alliances
Ahmed Megahid

An August 2015 file photo shows Russian President Vladimir Putin (R) and Egyptian President Abdel Fattah al-Sisi during a meeting in 
Moscow.
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Cairo and Riyadh 
also are at odds on 
how to handle 
Yemen’s Houthi 
insurgency.
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C 

rews have been cutting 
grass and trimming plants 
along roads leading to 
Tunis-Carthage Interna-
tional Airport as part of a 

broad endeavour to spruce up Tuni-
sia’s image for 1,500 foreign leaders 
and financiers expected to attend a 
crucial investment conference.

Tunisian leaders look at the gath-
ering of officials from Western pow-
ers and wealthy Arab countries 
at Tunisia 2020 as an occasion to 
jump-start the country’s economy 
stalled by the tumult of political 
transition since the ouster of presi-
dent Zine El Abidine Ben Ali in 2011.

Tunisia’s economy is enduring its 
most serious crisis in decades, with 
ballooning domestic and foreign 
debt, high inflation and unemploy-
ment rates and a weakening cur-
rency.

While it is praised in the West 
and by civic groups in the region 
as a beacon of democracy, Tuni-
sia has slipped from being an eco-
nomic success with an annual aver-
age gross domestic product (GDP) 
growth rate of nearly 5% for most 
of two decades through 2010 to an 
economically challenged country.

The World Bank ranked Tunisia 
77th this year in its Doing Business 
report compared to 68th for Moroc-
co — Tunisia’s main competition for 
foreign investment and trade.

Tunisia was ranked 69th in 2010 
when Morocco was 97th — an indi-
cation of lost opportunities for Tu-
nisia and a marker to explain why 
many of the 500 foreign firms that 
have left Tunisia since 2010 relocat-
ed to Morocco.

“Tunisia had made big progress 
in democracy and freedoms and it 
is now seeking to do the same on 
the economy. The international 
conference will be the beginning to 
achieve this goal,” said Wided Bou-
chamaoui, the head of the Tuni-
sian Union for Industry, Trade and 
Handicrafts (UTICA).

“The main challenge of the coun-
try is to provide jobs for 650,000 
unemployed,” said Bouchamaoui, 
whose organisation was part of a 
quartet that won the Nobel Peace 
Prize in 2015.

“Only with steady domestic and 
foreign investment can the coun-
try achieve growth. That’s why the 
government drafted a new invest-

ment law that was approved by the 
parliament in September,” said Fad-
hel Abdelkefi, minister of Develop-
ment, Investment and Internation-
al Cooperation.

“The aim of the Tunisia 2020 in-
vestment conference is to bolster 
sustainable economic and social 
development by providing financ-
ing to develop and upgrade the 
economy.

“There is a security climate that 
improves day by day and there is 
political stability with this gov-
ernment. All the attention and 
the focus are on succeeding in the 
economic field and the upcoming 
investment conference,” Abdelkefi 
said.

The government has submit-
ted an economic emergency law 
to parliament, which is expected 
to vote on it before the end of De-

cember. The law aims to streamline 
procedures in granting permits and 
gaining financial support for invest-
ment projects.

“This law provides encourage-
ments and opportunities for local 
and foreign investors with projects 
that employ more than 500 people 

and financial investment worth $25 
million,” Abdelkefi said.

Government ministers and of-
ficials have organised road shows 
to European capitals and visited 
Washington and several Arab capi-
tals to drum up support for the 
November 29th-30th investment 
conference with the message that 
“Tunisia is not begging for money 
but seeking its place on the world 
map of investment and partner-
ship”.

Tunisian officials have been re-
peatedly telling Western backers 
of is democratic experiment that 
providing support to the small 
North African country would send 
a strong message to other Muslims 
in North Africa and the Middle East.

US Secretary of State John Kerry, 
a staunch backer of Tunisia’s re-
forms, and French Prime Minister 

Manuel Valls are among the foreign 
officials expected to attend the con-
ference along with leading bankers, 
financiers and investors.

The Tunisian government will 
present projects and investment 
schemes as part of its 2016-20 de-
velopment plan, which requires 
$60 billion in investments.

The European Union has pledged 
about $327 million per year until 
2020 and France announced nearly 
$1.64 billion in grants to Tunisia.

Tunisia’s financial experts argue 
that without foreign investment 
and steady aid flow, the country 
will find it difficult to ensure eco-
nomic recovery and meet the de-
mands of its youth for quality jobs 
and brighter futures.

Lamine Ghanmi is an Arab Weekly 
correspondent in Tunis.

Casablanca

M 

orocco’s King Mo-
hammed VI visited 
East Africa seeking 
support for Rabat’s 
claim over Western 

Sahara and its efforts to join the 
African Union (AU).

Morocco officially requested to 
join the AU in September. It was a 
founding mem ber of the Organi-
sation of African Unity (OAU), the 
predecessor to the AU, but left in 
protest in 1984 when the bloc rec-
ognised the Sahrawi Arab Demo-
cratic Republic in the former Span-
ish colony of Western Sahara.

Morocco annexed most of West-
ern Sa hara in 1975 when Spain re-
linquished the territory. Polisario 
Front guerrillas fought Morocco 
and declared the Sahrawi Arab 
Democratic Republic in the strip 
of land it controls in the south and 
south-east of the country. Armed 
conflict came to an end with a UN-
brokered ceasefire in 1991 but the 
dispute over sovereignty of the 
mostly desert country lingers.

Rabat has proposed a form of 
autonomy under Moroccan sover-
eignty for the vast — 266,000 sq. 
km — territory, which has fewer 
than 1 million inhabitants. The pro-

posal was rejected by the Polisario 
Front, which insists on the right of 
the Sahrawi people to self-deter-
mination in a UN-monitored vote.

Morocco’s push to join the AU is 

part of its efforts to gather support 
for its claim over West ern Sahara 
and bolster its political, economic 
and security ties with other Afri-
can countries.

Tanzanian Minister of Foreign 
Affairs Augustine Mahiga on Octo-
ber 23rd said his country support-
ed Morocco joining the AU, point-
ing out the kingdom’s expertise 
was essential to Africa.

Tanzanian President John 
Pombe Magufuli and Moroccan 
King Mohammed VI were on hand 
for the signing of 22 conventions 
and bilateral agreements.

“Tanzania is ready to cooper-
ate with all its strength with you,” 
Magufuli said to the king. The 
signed agreements would contrib-
ute to the industrialisation, trans-
formation and modernisation of 
Tanzania’s economy, he said.

Moroccan Foreign Minister Sala-
heddine Mezouar said the agree-
ments reflected the “model of 
south-south cooperation” advo-
cated by the king.

King Mohammed VI’s first stop 
of his East Africa tour was Rwan-
da, where the countries signed 19 
agreements.

Rwandan Foreign Minister Lou-
ise Mushikiwabo said “the time 
has come” for Morocco to return to 
the AU.

The king was to travel to Ethio-
pia, home of the AU headquarters, 
but that stop was cancelled for 
“unspecified reasons”, local media 
reported.

The king’s trip was an expansion 
and diversification of Morocco’s 
economic and political ties in Af-
rica from mainly French speaking 
West Africa, where most econo-
mies are stagnant, to East Africa 
where economies are vibrant and 
countries have new leadership and 
different visions.

Saad Guerraoui is a frequent 
contributor to The Arab Weekly on 
Maghreb issues.

Tunisia seeks investments,
new image with international forum

Morocco’s king in East Africa to boost AU entry bid

Lamine Ghanmi

Saad Guerraoui

(From L-R) Tunisian Development, Investment and International Cooperation Minister Fadhel Abdelkefi, the General-Secretary of the 
Organisation for Economic Cooperation and Development (OECD) Jose Angel Gurria, Tunisian Prime Minister Youssef Chahed, Tunisian 
Public Service and Governance Minister Abid Briki and Co-President of MENA-OECD for Governance Jose Ignacio Wert attend a ministerial 
conference to address challenges to improve economic growth and good governance in the Arab world, in Tunis, on October 4th.
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Tunisia had made 
big progress in 
democracy and 
freedoms and it is 
now seeking to do 
the same on the 
economy.”Wided Bouchamaoui,

president of the Tunisian 
Union for Industry, Trade and 
Handicrafts (UTICA).

The King of Morocco Mohammed VI (R) is welcomed by Rwandan 
President Paul Kagame (L) on October 19th, 2016 in Kigali, during 
his first-stage tour of East Africa.

The king’s trip was 
an expansion
and diversification
of Morocco’s 
economic and 
political ties in 
Africa.
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or the Turkish people, the 
failed coup of July 15th 
was the result of a strug-
gle for power inside po-
litical Islam. They hid their 

indignation at the vile conspiracy 
between Fethullah Gulen, who is 
in self-imposed exile in the United 
States, and President Recep Tayipp 
Erdogan.

Experts of political Islam remem-
ber a similar conspiracy in Sudan be-
tween Sheikh Hassan al-Turabi and 
General Omar al-Bashir. The collu-
sion between those men went as far 
as pretending to jail Turabi along 
with those who were arrested dur-
ing the coup against Sadiq al-Mahdi 
in June 1989. It became clear after-
ward that the general was simply an 
off-shoot of the sheikh.

The Erdogan-Gulen conflict in 
Turkey is very similar to the al-
Bashir-Turabi conflict in Sudan. It 
is the enactment of the classic sce-
nario in which the hidden partner 
wants his full share of power. Erdog-
anism, however, does not allow any 
other figure to take centre stage.

Gulen’s so-called secret regime 

deep inside Turkish society could 
not have been a secret conspiracy 
against his former ally. Erdogan was 
well aware of Gulen’s influence on 
Turkish society and considered it 
necessary for paving his way and 
that of his cohorts towards the reins 
of power.

The head of the Justice and De-
velopment Party (AKP) knew about 
this friendly infiltration but had no 
idea how widespread and complex 
it was until it turned into a hostile 
infiltration a few years before the at-
tempted coup. Suddenly, all of Tur-
key turned into a dormant enemy in 
the eyes of the AKP as witnessed by 
the endless purges taking place.

Turkey has changed since July 
15th. On that day, people took to the 
streets to protect the regime and 
preserve democracy from rebels in 
the military. Those who invaded the 
streets on that evening were primar-
ily from secular opposition parties 
before being joined by supporters of 
Erdogan’s party.

The elite and interests represent-
ed by Erdogan’s party have started 
to swing back to policies that rep-
resent a break-up with Erdoganism. 
His megalomania has reached ex-
tremes no longer acceptable to these 
interests nor to the major capitals of 
the world.

Some political circles in Ankara 
say the power apparatus in Turkey 
is no longer subjected to Erdogan’s 
daydreams. They point out that his 
AKP did not come to power in a sec-
ular system by appealing to religion 
but rather by speaking the language 
of business and economic growth 

and by showcasing the positive re-
sults of its alliance with the business 
community.

Western observers in Turkey con-
cur and remind us that, unlike the 
Muslim Brotherhoods in Arab coun-
tries, the Turkish initial version of 
political Islam had cleverly avoided 
brandishing the slogan “Islam is the 
solution”.

It was thanks to their pragmatic 
approach to politics that Erdogan 
and the AKP won the hearts of the 
Turkish people and the admiration 
of the international community. The 
latter might have at one time wished 
to see the Turkish model of political 
Islam duplicated in Arab countries 
but the AKP’s own elite admit that 
the initial version of Erdoganism 
has become infected by the virus of 
the Arab version of political Islam. 

Erdogan became populist in his ap-
proach and started waving the flag 
of the bygone glory of Islam and the 
Ottoman empire.

The finance and business sectors 
in Turkey no longer identify with 
Erdogan’s dreams. The AKP’s army 
of consultants and political workers 
have become convinced that Erdog-
anism cannot guarantee the party’s 
staying in power. Erdoganism will 
have to go even if Erdogan stays in 
power.

The failed coup reminded every-
one of the red lines drawn by Tur-
key’s secular institutions. Even in-
side the AKP the pressure to steer 
away from Islamist movements 
outside Turkey is mounting. In-
side sources admit that the rise to 
power of Islamist parties in some 
Arab countries may have tempted 

Erdogan at some point to play a role 
beyond the boundaries of a secular 
Turkey but the downfall of the Mus-
lim Brotherhood in some Arab coun-
tries and the failed coup in Turkey 
brought everyone back to reality.

Some Turkish experts conceived 
different scenarios to enable the 
governing elite to make sure that 
Erdogan places Turkey’s interests 
and by extension their interests 
well above his own ambitions. But 
observers point out that there is no 
need for these scenarios because 
it seems that Erdogan himself has 
eliminated Erdoganism. The recent 
moves in Turkish diplomacy seem 
to be inspired by Turkey’s higher in-
terests and not by Erdogan’s.

Mohamad Kawas is a Lebanese 
writer.

Failed coup 
toppled Erdogan’s 
Turkey but left 
Erdogan standing
Mohamad Kawas
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The Erdogan-Gulen 
conflict in Turkey is 
very similar to the 
al-Bashir-Turabi 
conflict in Sudan.

Police officers stand next to demonstrators protesting in front of the High Education Board (YOK) 
against the suspension of academics from universities following a post-coup emergency decree, in 
Ankara, last September.

What drives Erdogan?

A 

s the very ground of 
democratic orders 
seem shattered by the 
advances of populist 
neo-authoritarianism 
worldwide, irreden-

tism is rising from the dead, 
dragging revanchism with it.

In war-stricken Syria and Iraq, 
this is exposed in the loudly pre-
sented speeches by Turkish Presi-
dent Recep Tayyip Erdogan, who, 
apparently with what he sees as the 
unsettled scores after the collapse 
of the Ottoman empire, repeatedly 
questions current maps of Turkey.

In concrete terms, his words were 
focused on the fate of Mosul, the 
current epicentre of the war against 
the Islamic State (ISIS) and its 
derivative jihadist branches, which 
Erdogan made clear Turkey had the 
right to claim as part of the post-
Ottoman territory.

He referred repeatedly to the Na-
tional Pact (Misak-i Milli), signed by 
parliament in Istanbul in 1920 after 
the defeat of the Ottoman Army, 
claiming parts of it and pledging a 
fight to add them to the territory. 
But the Lausanne treaty ended 
up with some portions, such as 
north of Aleppo through the Iraqi 
city of Kirkuk and Western 
Thrace of Greece, left out 
of the map of Republi-
can Turkey.

“When we had started the 
National Liberation War [in 
1919], our aim was to lay claim 
to the frontiers of the National 
Pact (which included the Mosul 
province). We cannot act in 2016 
with the mindset of 1923. To insist 
on (the border lines of 1923) is 
the greatest injustice to be done 
to the country and to the nation. 
In today’s world, where all else 
is changing, we cannot see to 
preserving our status of 1923 as a 
success,” Erdogan said at a recent 
public appearance.

Almost the country’s entire 
media — up to 95% now controlled 
by the ruling Justice and Devel-
opment Party (AKP) — followed 
enthusiastically in suit. As the rift 
over Turkish military presence 
and further interventions develop 
between Damascus and Baghdad 
versus Ankara over the fate of Mo-
sul and Aleppo, and a concerned 
Greece issued a call for respect of 
the Lausanne treaty, TV channels 
have been dominated by the de-
bates over “the losses Turkey was 
inflicted” after World War I.

New maps, or, rather, the old 
ones, were shown on the screens, 
with a Greater Turkey includ-

ing Mosul in the 
south-east and 
going beyond 
Thessaloniki in 
the north-west.

“Let us place 
our own map 

on the table,” 
wrote Ibrahim 
Karagul, the 

editor of 
pro-Erdogan 
daily, Yeni 
Şafak in 

an earlier 
column. “The 

Mosul issue is one of Turkey’s 
most essential causes. Mosul can-
not go under the control of a coun-
try foreign to the region… Mosul 
cannot be sacrificed for the US and 
UK’s oil games. Mosul cannot be 
left subject to Iran’s Shia identity-
adjusted disposal. Mosul cannot 
be left to the mercy of Baghdad, 
which is acting completely along 
the Iran and Shiism axis.”

In later column, Karagul raised 
the stakes, writing: “In a nutshell, 
it is this: The northern belt (of 
Aleppo through Mosul) will not 
be under the control of Syria and 
Iraq. There is a game set, by letting 
in the [Kurdistan Workers’ Party 
(PKK)/Democratic Union Party 
(PYD)] and Daesh, to inactivate 
Turkey… Then, whoever is behind 
this game-setting, Turkey must 
seize control over this belt and 
taking this region under its influ-
ence.”

Daesh is an Arabic acronym for 
ISIS.

These sort of exercises look ut-
terly familiar to those who know 
history. It evokes memories of 
German resentment of the Ver-
sailles treaty after World War I and 
the rise of Nazism as a partial con-
sequence of that. As indicated by 
Erdogan’s rhetoric, it also raised 
concerns of revanchism — twin 
brother of irredentism — often 
leading to hostilities and war.

The question is to what end 
Erdogan intends to use this steady 
escalation of rhetoric. Reactions 
differ.

One point is clear. Acting with 
the knowledge that the issues re-
garding Mosul and Kirkuk as well 
as anti-Kurdish sentiments oper-
ate as a largely uniting element 
within the Turkish psyche, Erdog-
an’s primary aim is to forge a solid 

voter base for the referendum that 
will abolish the parliamentary 
system of Turkey by introducing a 
fully empowered presidential rule. 
The high decibels of the chorus in 
support of his outbursts come as 
a confirmation that he for his own 
purposes is on the right track.

“Erdogan’s use of the National 
Pact also demonstrates how 
successfully Turkey’s Islamists 
have reappropriated, rather than 
rejected, elements of the country’s 
secular nationalist historical nar-
rative,” wrote Nicholas Danforth, 
a senior analyst at the Bipartisan 
Policy Center, in Foreign Policy.

“Turkey won’t be annexing part 
of Iraq anytime soon but this com-
bination of irredentist cartography 
and rhetoric nonetheless offers 
some insight into Turkey’s current 
foreign and domestic policies and 
Ankara’s self-image… But if the 
past is any indication, the military 
interventions and confrontational 
rhetoric this nationalism inspires 
may worsen Turkey’s security and 
regional standing,” Danforth said.

With the Kurdish advances his 
outmost concern, Erdogan may 
have in mind keeping the gates 
of revanchism open, to block, by 
military force, a Kurdish belt along 
Turkey’s long southern borders. 
Two failing states, Iraq and Syria, 
and the regional vacuum left by 
the United States distracted by its 
own elections may be tempting.

The real danger is once you at 
home unleash the forces of aggres-
sive nationalism, this time spiced 
by Sunni sectarianism, you never 
know where you will be ending 
up.

Yavuz Baydar is a Turkish
journalist and occasional 
contributor to The Arab Weekly.

Yavuz Baydar

View point

Once you at home 
unleash the forces 
of aggressive 
nationalism you 
never know where 
you will be ending 
up.

Almost the 
country’s 
entire media 
is now 
controlled 
by the ruling 
Justice and 
Development 
Party (AKP).



15October 30, 2016

Beirut

I 

n Syria, Iranian-controlled mi-
litias made up of Shia fighters 
from Iraq, Afghanistan and Pa-
kistan have become vital com-
ponents of the expanding army 

that Tehran has deployed there to 
keep Syrian President Bashar Assad 
in power.

In Iraq, Shia militias are a major 
military and political entity under-
lining Iran’s expanding influence 
through ideological proxies and 
by force of arms, accelerating de-
mographic shifts in both war-torn 
countries that will cement Iranian 
influence and control.

But these forces, operated by the 
elite expeditionary arm of the Is-
lamic Revolutionary Guards Corps 
(IRGC), the Quds Force, are also 
there for a much broader strategic 
purpose: To secure a land bridge 
that the Tehran regime seeks to 
build from Iran’s western border 
through Iraq, Syria, often by way of 
their Kurdish zones, and Lebanon 
to the Mediterranean Sea.

With these deployments of bat-
tle-hardened proxies, along with 
the seasoned veterans of Lebanon’s 
Hezbollah, Iran has established par-
amilitary forces in key Arab states 
that are primary targets in Tehran’s 
drive to make the Islamic Republic 
the region’s dominant power.

The Iranian-led Shia participation 
in the Syrian and Iraqi wars, osten-
sibly to crush the Sunni jihadists 
of the Islamic State (ISIS), masks a 
swelling sectarian conflict emerg-
ing between Iran and its long-time 
rival, Saudi Arabia, birthplace of Is-

lam and the beacon of its dominant 
Sunni sect.

“At a time when direct and proxy 
conflicts are ravaging the Middle 
East and North Africa, rivalries such 
as the heated Saudi-Iranian stand-
off will continue to transcend na-
tional borders with unpredictably 
destabilising effects,” observed ana-
lyst Farzin Nadimi of the Washing-
ton Institute for Near East Policy.

“By progressively expanding par-
amilitary units and providing them 
with more advanced weapons and 
tactics, Iran seems bent on creating 
enough foot soldiers to realise Aya-
tollah Khomeini’s dream of Islam 
sans frontières,” he wrote in an Au-
gust 22nd analysis.

Amir Toumaj, an Iranian spe-
cialist with the Washington-based 
Foundation for Defense of Democ-

racies, noted at about the same 
time: “Developing the foreign mi-
litias serves the IRGC’s long-term 
interests… extending the guard’s 
arms into the region.

“These forces could return to 
their home countries and act as Ira-
nian assets there… The IRGC is hon-
ing this capability in Syria and Iraq 
and aspires to develop a capable 
foreign legion.

“The war in Syria will certainly be 
the crucible for the IRGC’s mission 
to export the (Iranian) revolution 
and expand its influence in the Mid-
dle East.”

Brigadier-General Mohammad Ali 
Falaki, an Iranian who commands 
the Fatemiyoun Division — 20,000 
Afghan Shia fighters — in Syria, de-
clared in August that his unit was 
part of a “Shia liberation army” 

under the Quds Force head, Major-
General Qassem Soleimani, that is 
fighting on three fronts in Syria, Iraq 
and Yemen.

Falaki, a veteran of Iran’s 1980-
88 war with Iraq, is one of about 
50 experienced IRGC commanders 
brought out of retirement to lead 
the Shia militias that Tehran has 
flung into its proxy wars.

There are around 20 Shia militias 
in Iraq, most of them collectively 
known as the Popular Mobilisa-
tion Forces (PMF). These are under 
the direct command of Soleimani, 
whose Quds Force is responsible for 
the IRGC’s foreign operations, long 
clandestine but now bursting from 
the shadows to do battle.

Kirk H. Sowell of the Carnegie 
Endowment said these militias’ 
strength and firepower “expanded 
dramatically following the June 
2014 collapse of the Iraqi Army” 
when Mosul was stormed by the Is-
lamic State.

J. Matthew McInnis, a former US 
intelligence official who specialised 
on Iran and is now with the Ameri-
can Enterprise Institute (AEI), a 
right-wing Washington think-tank, 
estimates that the strength of Ira-
nian proxy forces in Iraq has tripled 
since 2014, when ISIS seized large 
chunks of the country, to around 
80,000.

Some of these fought a guerrilla 
war against the United States in Iraq 
and killed some 500 troops before 
US forces were withdrawn in 2011. 
In a bitter twist of fate that under-
lines the complexities of the wars in 
Iraq and Syria, they are now fighting 
ISIS along with the Americans.

US Army Colonel Chris Garver, 
a Baghdad-based military spokes-
man, on August 16th put the total at 

closer to 100,000.
There are no firm figures for Shia 

proxies in Syria, where they and 
Hezbollah, along with Iranian mili-
tary units, are all under Soleimani’s 
command, but their combined 
strength is estimated in the tens of 
thousands.

As US-backed government forces 
in Iraq gather momentum in their 
offensive to recapture the northern 
city of Mosul, seized by ISIS in June 
2014, the PMF has been deployed 
west of the city.

With the Iraqi Army advancing 
from the south, the PMF’s mission 
is ostensibly to block the ISIS es-
cape route from Mosul westward to 
Raqqa, the embattled ISIS strong-
hold in northern Syria and the de 
facto capital of the Islamic caliphate 
the jihadists declared nearly two-
and-a-half years ago.

But it is likely that the Shia mili-
tias, who are increasingly a destabi-
lising element as Iraq wrestles with 
its sectarian demons, are there for 
another purpose altogether: Carv-
ing out the land bridge to the Medi-
terranean that is the centrepiece of 
Iran’s grand design.

James Bruce has written extensive-
ly on Middle Eastern security issues 
for publications such as Jane’s 
Intelligence Review and Jane’s De-
fence Weekly. He lives in Beirut.
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ften described as a cen-
trist, Hassan Rohani has 
always faced a balancing 
act as president of Iran. 
Just seven months ahead 

of May’s election, in which he is ex-
pected to seek a second term, he 
wants to maintain support among 
reformists while rallying conserva-
tives within the political class and 
the electorate.

Ideally, he would like to placate 
conservative principlists unrecon-
ciled to his programme of interna-
tional detente, cautious economic 
reform and efforts to attract foreign 
investment.

Rohani has been partly successful 
in calming the heated conflicts be-
tween reformists and conservatives 
that marked the presidencies of his 
two immediate predecessors, re-
formist Mohammad Khatami (1997-
2005) and principlist Mahmoud Ah-
madinejad (2005-13).

All in all, Rohani’s relationship 
with Iranian Supreme Leader Aya-
tollah Ali Khamenei is far better 
than theirs ever was.

A cabinet reshuffle — rumours of 
which had been building for some 
time — following the dismissal of 
three ministers should be seen in 
the context of the election.

“The adjustment comes under 
pressure and perhaps with an eye 
to pre-presidential election poli-
tics and improving Rohani’s chanc-
es,” said political analyst Farideh 
Farhi of the University of Hawaii at 
Manoa.

“The ministers of Culture and Is-
lamic Guidance and of Sports and 
Youth were under fire for either 
buckling under pressure from hard-

line cultural forces or not perform-
ing well. Meanwhile, the Education 
minister was facing an impeach-
ment process in parliament.”

While none of these portfolios 
is as central to government as the 
Economic or Energy ministries, the 
three ministers to go — Mahmoud 
Goudarzi as Minister of Sports and 
Youth Affairs, Ali Jannati as minis-
ter of Culture and Ali Asghar Fani as 
Education minister have technical-
ly resigned — were all in areas that 
can be very sensitive in the Islamic 
Republic.

The minister under the most 
pressure was Fani, who has faced 
stiff parliamentary criticism over a 
financial scandal as well as over re-
sources and quality in schools.

Fani was not Rohani’s first choice 
for the post, as the president turned 
to him after parliament refused to 
accept the nomination of Moham-
mad Ali Najafi, who was closely 
identified both with the reformists 
and former president Akbar Hashe-
mi Rafsanjani.

Those were difficult days for Ro-
hani, when his first minister of Edu-
cation was impeached and he had to 
make several nominations before a 
replacement was endorsed, but the 
balance in parliament is more sym-
pathetic to the president since Feb-
ruary’s elections.

But deputies can still be critical. 
Goudarzi and Jannati drew criticism 
from politicians or clerics. A report 
in the reformist Shargh newspaper 
said aspects of Goudarzi’s youth 
policies had alienated senior clerics.

Jannati is the son of Ayatollah 
Ahmad Jannati, who is chairman of 
both the Assembly of Experts, the 
body that chooses the supreme lead-
er, and the Council of Guardians, the 
constitutional watchdog that vets 
candidates for public office.

His father’s position did not 
spare Jannati from the wrath of 
clerics, however, after he agreed 
to concerts in the shrine cities of 
Mashhad and Qom. And when 
Jannati backed down, he faced 
criticism from reformists and Ro-
hani.

Managing to alienate everyone 
is hardly a trait attractive for a 
president seeking re-election.

“The artists, film-makers, in-
tellectuals were dissatisfied with 
Jannati (as Culture minister) but 
all these three ministries are im-
portant for Rohani’s social base,” 
said Saeid Golkar, senior fellow for 
Iran policy at the Chicago Council 
of Global Affairs and a lecturer at 
Northwestern University.

“More than 1 million people 
work in the Ministry of Education, 
the biggest organisation in Iran’s 
bureaucracy. They’re alarmed by 
the scandals and, with Fani’s re-

moval, the hardliners have lost an 
opportunity to undermine Rohani.

“Sports and Youth, again, are 
sensitive. Rohani wants to calm 
down all these groups by acknowl-
edging their dissatisfaction and 
saying he has made changes.”

Rohani has portrayed the re-
shuffle as a change of managers 
designed to improve the way the 
government serves the people.

He told a national conference 
on villages and nomads: “Some 
unkind newspapers and websites 
always used to [ask] why the gov-
ernment is not replacing its min-
isters but, when the government 
does so, the same unkind newspa-
pers and websites ask why has the 
government done so.”

It is the language of the techno-
crat but the judgment required is 
political. Rohani appointed acting 
ministers to Culture, Sports and 
Education. Caretakers can hold 

the office for up to three months 
but substantive replacements re-
quire parliamentary approval.

To keep up his balancing act, 
the president will need to choose 
carefully and manage the transi-
tion well.

“If the reshuffle is mostly po-
litical in order to improve Rohani’s 
re-election chances, then much 
depends on who the replacements 
will be and how the confirmation 
process in the parliament is han-
dled,” said Farhi.

“If the replacements become 
portrayed as either less qualified 
or with even less backbone against 
the hard-line onslaught, then the 
shuffle could lead to the weak-
ening of the support Rohani has 
among the reformists.”

Gareth Smyth was chief c
orrespondent for the Financial 
Times in Iran from 2003-07.

Rohani, under fire again, struggles to keep everyone happy
Gareth Smyth

Iranian President Hassan Rohani delivers a speech to parliament in the capital Tehran, last January.

Hassan Rohani wants 
to maintain support 
among reformists 
while rallying 
conservatives.

Rohani will need to 
choose carefully and 
manage the 
transition well.

The growing power of Iran’s ‘international brigade’
James Bruce

Iraqi members of the powerful Iran-backed Badr Brigades take 
part in a parade marking al-Quds (Jerusalem) Day in the capital 
Baghdad, last July.                                             (AFP)

Iran established 
paramilitary forces 
in Arab states that 
are primary targets 
in Tehran’s drive to 
be the region’s 
dominant power.
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T 

he Middle East foreign 
policy of Britain’s main 
opposition Labour Party 
seems to centre on Pal-
estinians. However, at 

a time when the fight against the 
Islamic State (ISIS) in Iraq, Syria, 
Libya and elsewhere is ongoing 
and the repercussions of the “Arab 
spring” continue to be felt, is this 
focus short-sighted?

The Labour Friends of Palestine 
and the Middle East (LFPME) is 
a Labour Party group that “cam-
paigns for peace and justice in the 
Middle East” but with particular 
focus on the Palestinian territories.

“Achieving justice for the Pal-
estinians remains one of the most 
pressing international issues of 
our time. LFPME supports a viable 
two-state solution that delivers 
justice and freedom for the Pales-
tinian people,” the group says on 
its website.

The LFPME, like other intra-
party groups, aims to bring people 
with shared views and interests 
together, working like any other 
“friend of” party political group. 
In terms of regional interests, there 
is the Labour Friends of Israel, La-
bour Friends of Iraq and a Muslim 
Friends of Labour. However, the 
LFPME is the only Labour Party 
group that includes a wider focus 
on the Middle East.

“We focus on Palestine. We 
haven’t had many opportunities 
to focus on the wider Middle East 
but it’s purely a pragmatic thing 
because Palestine is one of the ma-
jor areas of foreign policy discus-
sion so we have tended to focus on 
that,” said LFPME Acting Director 
Shazia Arshad.

“Although our name indicates 
that we would talk about the wider 
Middle East, and our MPs do talk 
about the wider Middle East, as a 
group we tend to focus on Pales-
tine.”

The LFPME has more than 130 
parliamentary supporters, more 
than half the number of Labour 
MPs, including senior figures such 
as Labour leader Jeremy Corbyn, 
Shadow Foreign Secretary Emily 
Thornberry and members of par-
liament’s Foreign Affairs Select 
Committee Yasmin Qureshi and 
Mike Gapes.

Corbyn, who recently easily 
overcame a leadership challenge, 
is a well-known campaigner on 
Palestinian issues. Speaking at the 
LFPME fringe meeting at the an-
nual Labour Party conference in 
Liverpool earlier this year, Corbyn 
said: “I’ve campaigned for decades 
in support of the rights of Palestin-
ian people, including refugees, for 
an end to the occupation of Pales-
tinian land and for the two-state 
solution.”

LFPME Vice-Chairman MP An-

drew Slaughter, who is also sec-
retary of the Britain-Palestine 
All-Party Parliamentary Group, 
acknowledged the perceived fo-
cus on Palestinians but denied this 
came at the expense of other for-
eign policy issues.

“Whereas other issues have a 
more urgent or emergency status 
at a particular time, like Syria for 
example, what’s different about 
Palestine is that this is a matter 
that’s been going on for a long time 
with very little change or improve-
ment,” he said.

“If you look at issues that are 
raised in parliament or foreign of-
fice questions, it is probably the 
single most raised foreign policy 
issue over time. I think that’s be-
cause it is something which has 
been a real injustice that needs to 
be addressed and also because it 
is perceived as primary a politi-

cal problem [and] it’s something 
that could and should have been 
resolved through diplomacy and 
political means before now.”

Questions regarding the Pales-
tinian territories, compared with 
other Middle East issues, make 
an area of relative consensus for a 
fractured Labour Party. A 2014 par-
liamentary vote on recognising the 
state of Palestine was put forward 
by the LFPME chairman, MP Gra-
hame Morris, and was backed by 
195 Labour MPs, although 63 La-
bour MPs abstained.

Although purely symbolic, the 
2014 vote demonstrated far more 
unity than recent Labour votes 
on Middle East issues, including 
a highly tense 2015 vote on Brit-
ain carrying out air strikes against 
the Islamic State (ISIS) in Syria in 
which most Labour MPs fell in line 
with Corbyn to oppose the mo-

tion. However, 66, including some 
LFPME supporters, voted in favour 
of air strikes.

“Currently, there’s an under-
standable movement of attention 
to what’s happening not just in 
Syria but also many other coun-
tries in the region, to Egypt and 
what’s happening [in] Yemen and 
Libya,” Slaughter said.

It is for this reason that the 
LFPME’s work on the Palestinian 
territories remains so important, 
he said.

“We were already moving in 2011 
towards a stalemate or worse than 
a stalemate situation, where there 
was much more overt colonisation 
projects by the Israelis,” Slaughter 
warned. “There has been a pro-
gression [in settlement building] 
since 1967 that has accelerated 
over time under all Israeli govern-
ments.”

British Labour Middle East policy focuses on Palestinians
Mahmud el-Shafey

Questions regarding 
the Palestinian 
territories make an 
area of relative 
consensus for a 
fractured Labour 
Party.

What Brexit should mean for the Arab world

J
une 23rd marked a 
turning point in Britain’s 
relationship with the 
European Union when 
the British people voted 
to leave the union, 

triggering a process known as 
Brexit.

This quickly brought about the 
resignation of the prime minis-
ter, David Cameron, who was 
replaced by Theresa May. In her 
first major speech, she confirmed 
that Britain would be leaving the 
European Union and that “Brexit 
means Brexit and we’re going to 
make a success of it”.

Britain joined the European 
Economic Community in 1973. 
Since then it has had a love-hate 
relationship with the European 
Union as in later years the union 
took control of more of the issues 
held dear by the British people. 
While Britain had a special deal 
with the European Union 

exempting it from the European 
currency, the euro, and the 
Schengen agreement, which 
allowed free movement of people 
within that area, there was a 
perception by Britons that they 
had lost sovereignty and control 
of their borders.

May recently announced that 
Britain would formally inform 
the European Union of its 
decision to leave by the end of 
March 2017, triggering Article 50 
in the relevant treaty, which then 
sets in motion at least two years 
of negotiations to extract Britain 
from the union.

As the reality of what has 
happened sinks in, and Britain 
begins to look to the future as an 
independent kingdom able to 
negotiate its own trade deals, 
opportunities open for it and for 
others. Negotiations about 
membership or access to the 
single European market will be 
the most difficult as the Euro-
pean Union generally ties the 
degree of access to the freedom 
of movement of labour, which 
Britain now wishes to control.

It is widely expected that 
Britain’s access to the single 
market will change significantly. 
It is therefore imperative that it 

looks to enhancing trade with 
other countries and regions if its 
economy is to at least hold its 
own and to benefit from Brexit as 
its proponents have claimed it 
will.

One of the initial effects of the 
referendum vote was a drop in 
the value of the pound by almost 
20%. This makes British exports, 
education and holidaying in 
Britain cheaper for consumers 
from the Arab world.

At a recent reception held 
alongside the ruling Conserva-
tive Party conference in Birming-
ham and hosted by Arab ambas-
sadors, British Foreign Secretary 
Boris Johnson surprised the 
audience when he stated that 
“the growth in exports to the 
Arab world outstrips any other 
part of the planet including the 
EU”. The exports include 
Rolls-Royce cars, underpants and 
even sand to Saudi Arabia. 
Significantly, he did not mention 
the arms trade. Clearly, the Arab 
world, whose “troubles” Johnson 
did not wish to see characterise 
the British people’s impression of 
it could offer some respite to 
Britain as it forges new partner-
ships.

The West always talks about 

mutual interests driving policy. 
Therefore, here is an opportunity 
for the Arab world to welcome 
Britain’s desire to grow its 
partnership with its members but 
to also press for a more favour-
able foreign policy towards the 
region.

At the reception, the Palestin-
ian ambassador reminded 
Johnson that in 2017 a number of 
anniversaries are coming up 
connected to the Palestinian 
issue, including the centenary of 
the Balfour declaration, which 
Britain will want to mark. Surely, 
it should be possible for the Arab 
world to exert some pressure on 
Britain to finally realise its 
responsibility for the plight of 
the Palestinian people and, in 
turn, exert pressure on Israel to 
end its expansionist project.

It seems Arab ambassadors in 
London have an open door, 
through trade, to push for a more 
enlightened British foreign 
policy. Will they rise to the 
challenge of making the best of 
Brexit or miss this unique 
opportunity?

Kamel Hawwash is a British-
based Palestinian university 
professor and writer.

Kamel 
Hawwash

View point
Here is an 
opportunity 
for the Arab 
world to 
welcome 
Britain’s 
desire to 
grow its 
partnership 
with them.

It seems Arab ambassadors in 
London have an open door, 
through trade, to push for a 
more enlightened British 
foreign policy.

British Labour
Party leader 
Jeremy Corbyn 
attends the second 
day of the Labour 
Party conference 
in Liverpool, 
England, last 
September.
(PA via AP)
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Washington

A 

s the United States and 
Europe confront attacks 
inspired by the violent 
ideology of the Islamic 
State (ISIS), a new re-

port warns that, while the West’s 
military role in confronting jihad-
ists in Iraq and Syria is important, 
it should stay away from the ideo-
logical battles raging in the Muslim 
world.

“Whose Islam is it? Who gets to 
decide?” Geneive Abdo of the At-
lantic Council asked during the re-
lease of the report in Washington, 
describing what she calls a “market 
of religious opinion” in the Muslim 
world. Answers should be formulat-
ed by Muslims themselves, not by 
outside forces, Abdo said. As for the 
West, “there should be a reluctance 
to take sides”.

That view is certainly not shared 
by everyone. Ayaan Hirsi Ali, an 
activist and Harvard scholar who 
supports calls for a reformation 
of Islam, argued that Washington 
should get involved in the religious 
debates.

“A battle for the future of Islam is 
taking place between reformers and 
reactionaries, and its outcome mat-
ters,” she wrote in Foreign Affairs 
last year. “The United States needs 
to start helping the right side win.”

Extremists influenced, and in 
some cases steered, by ISIS have 
killed more than 100 people in 
France, Belgium, the United States 
and other countries this year alone. 
The 28-year-old suspect arrested in 
September after allegedly planting 
bombs in New York and New Jersey 
is thought to have been inspired by 
the ideas of al-Qaeda and ISIS.

As the United States and its allies 

attack ISIS positions in Syria and 
Iraq, Western politicians have also 
waded into the religious debate.

In his last speech to the UN Gen-
eral Assembly as US president, 
Barack Obama lamented the “per-
versions of a great faith”. Earlier 
this year, US Secretary 
John Kerry declared 
that ISIS members 
were “apostates” of 
Islam who had “hi-
jacked a great reli-
gion”. Using another 
acronym for ISIS, Jeh 
Johnson, secretary of 
the US Department of 
Homeland Security, 
said: “ISIL, though it 
claims the banner of Is-
lam, occupies no part of 
[the] religion, a religion 
founded on peace.”

The report by Abdo 
and co-author Nathan 
Brown of George Wash-
ington University titled 
Religion, Identity and 
Countering Violent Ex-
tremism argued that ac-
tive efforts by the West 
to shape the debate in the 
Muslim world are counter-
productive and doomed 
to fail because they lack 
credibility. “Western gov-
ernments are widely seen 
in the region as not merely 
secular but actively hostile 
to Islam,” the report said.

The authors warned 
against Western initiatives 
“to find the right religious 
actors to engage and sup-
port” in the Middle East. 
Such efforts are “likely to 
draw Western governments 
not only into religious con-
troversies where they have 
no role but also into partisan 
political struggles they do not 
fully understand”, Abdo and 
Brown wrote.

The report argued that a 
weakening of state-sponsored 
religious authorities and the 
rise of social media have given 
extremists new opportunities 
to find followers, especially 

among the “economically and po-
litically marginalised”.

As a result, competition between 
states and non-state actors is in-
creasing. A sheikh in Egypt could 
be followed and admired by people 
from 

all across the region “and nobody 
questions whether he has a re-
ligious education or not”, Abdo 
said. “There are many competitors. 
There are many voices.”

ISIS benefits from that develop-
ment, Abdo and Brown said. “ISIS 
propagates a violent and almost 
messianic reading of the faith… 

untrammelled by corrupt politi-
cians and a compliant and feck-
less religious establishment.”

Brown said Western policy-
makers should make greater ef-
forts to understand Islam and 
the debates within the region. 
That does not mean taking 
sides or endorsing particular 
religious systems or players as 
a model, he said.

Instead, the West should 
concentrate on military, po-
litical and economic “playing 
fields” in the region, Brown 
said. “Those are the ones 
where we can play a much 
more active role.”

In addition, Abdo and 
Brown urged US policymak-
ers to encourage govern-
ments in the region to make 
sure that the debate about 
Islam is peaceful and to 
“highlight that repressive 
state policies increase ex-
tremist tendencies”.

The report comes as 
Western military planners 
looking at retaking the 
Iraqi city of Mosul and the 
jihadist group’s self-pro-
claimed capital, Raqqa, in 
northern Syria are think-
ing of ways to prevent the 
re-emergence of sectarian 
extremism after ISIS rule 
has ended.

There were lessons 
learned from the US in-
vasion in Iraq in 2003, 
when a lack of post-war 
planning unleashed 
widespread sectarian 
violence, said Frederic 
Hof, director of the At-
lantic Council’s Rafik 
Hariri Center for the 
Middle East, which 
published the report. 
Planning for “some de-
cent governance” fol-
lowing military con-

frontations was a key to 
success, he said.

West will do more harm than good by wading 
into Islam debate, study finds
Thomas Seibert

Whose Islam is it? 
Who gets to 
decide?”Geneive Abdo

of the Atlantic Council

US Mormons stand shoulder to shoulder with Muslims

I
n the general caterwauling 
about rising Islamophobia 
in the United States, here is 
a key fact: Millions of 
Americans of the Mormon 
faith are standing shoulder 

to shoulder with Muslims out of a 
deep and visceral distaste for 
religious persecution.

This is most noticeable in Utah, 
where Mormons make up half the 
electorate and the community is 
mobilising solidly against 
Republican Party presidential 
nominee Donald Trump.

In denying Trump a state that 
would normally be in the Repub-
lican column, Mormons would 
deliver a wounding kick in a 
particularly sensitive part of the 
party’s anatomy. Namely, its 
self-belief and confidence in its 
stranglehold on politics in Utah. 
As Quin Monson, a political 
science professor at Brigham 
Young University, a Mormon-
affiliated institution, recently 
put it: “Any Republican with a 
pulse should be able to get into 
the 60% range (in Utah).” 
Trump’s falling support, he said, 
is “a meltdown of epic propor-
tions”.

“Epic” is a big word but the 
change Utah is contemplating 
would make history. If it squeam-
ishly eschews Trump as well as 
his Democratic Party rival Hillary 
Clinton, it will probably vote for 
an independent, such as Evan 
McMullin, he of the balding pate 
and boyish face, is one of the 
Mormons’ own.

In recent days, polls have 
indicated that McMullin, a 
former CIA officer, has a good 
chance of carrying the state. If he 
does, McMullin would become 
the first third-party candidate 
since George Wallace in 1968 to 
win electoral college votes. And 
it would be Utah that will have 
helped McMullin make it into the 
history books.

This state of affairs has arisen 
because the Mormons are 
fiercely protective of religious 
freedom. They are deeply 
unsettled by Trump’s anti-Mus-
lim and anti-refugee opinions 
because they know what it is to 
be a religious minority. The 
Mormon Church of Jesus Christ 
of Latter-Day Saints said as much 
at the beginning of the year.

The timing was as significant 
as what the church said. It issued 
a statement soon after Trump 
made his first extraordinary call 
for a ban on the entry of Muslims 
into the United States. It explic-
itly linked religious liberty as 
pertaining to Mormons with that 

afforded to Muslims.
How and why? There is a reason 

the Mormons feel for American 
Muslims and the sense of insecu-
rity they currently face. As a faith 
group, the Mormons started in 
New York state in 1830. They 
constantly moved westward as 
they ran into trouble in different 
places. Their founder, Joseph 
Smith, was killed in Illinois in 
1844. Once the Mormons settled 
in Utah, they had to fight hard to 
stay and put down roots.

Small wonder that Trump’s 
threats against Muslims have 
reawakened fears in Mormon 
hearts. Even in the 21st century, 
Mormon families tell stories of 
the life-and-death issues that 
confronted their ancestors in the 
19th, said Monson. In his own 
family, the lore revolves around 
his forbears’ terrible passage to 
Utah, fighting off violent mobs 
along the way.

Unsurprisingly then, Utah is 
the only state with a Republican 
governor to affirm that it wel-
comes Syrian refugees. Muslims 
in the state repeatedly say it is 
one of the best places in the 
United States to be a member of a 
religious minority. The imam of 
the largest mosque in Utah’s 
capital Salt Lake City is on record 
lavishing praise on the religious 
majority among whom he lives.

In its statement on Trump’s 
remarks, the Mormon Church 

underscored that it was not about 
parties and politics. It did not say 
so explicitly, but the subtext was 
clear — this was about principles.

This is remarkable considering 
the number of Americans — 61% 
of respondents in a new poll — 
who said they do not require 
personal morality from a politi-
cian. In 2011, less than half of 
Americans polled said the same.

Among evangelicals, suppos-
edly the most morally conserva-
tive community in the United 
States, 72% of those asked 
explained away a newly lax 
pragmatism about personal 
morality that would allow them 
to vote for Trump. Just 30% of 
evangelicals were reported to be 
so accommodating in 2011.

Some say the Mormons are 
simply trying to be true to their 
faith, which warns against 
leaders who lack principle. The 
Book of Mormon, their sacred 
text, describes a society in the 
New World that perished because 
its people became overly selfish.

If so, they may also be holding 
up an article of American faith by 
reminding the country of the 
centrality of religious liberty to 
its belief system.

Rashmee Roshan Lall is a 
columnist for The Arab Weekly. 
Her blog can be found at www.
rashmee.com and she is on 
Twitter: @rashmeerl.

Rashmee 
Roshan Lall

View point
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There is a reason the Mormons 
feel for American Muslims and 
the sense of insecurity they 
currently face.
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Jeddah

N 

ew visa fees intended to 
boost non-oil revenue 
and narrow Saudi Ara-
bia's near $100 billion 
budget deficit have gone 

into force and are likely to have a 
significant effect on pilgrims with 
the price of a haj visa rising five-fold.

An estimated 1.86 million pil-
grims performed the 2016 haj, about 
1.32 million of them foreigners, ac-
cording to Saudi Arabia’s General 
Authority for Statistics. The United 
Nations’ World Tourism Organisa-
tion said Saudi Arabia had 18 million 
international visitors in 2015.

Visitor numbers dropped by about 
600,000 in 2015 from 2014 but did 
not have a significant effect on the 
nascent tourism industry centring 
on heritage sites in Mecca and Medi-
na and tourist destinations such as 
Yanbu and Taif.

The price of a haj visa skyrocketed 
from $94 to $533. The hike sparked 
protests among South African Mus-
lims. Moulana Ebrahim Bham, 
secretary-general of the Council of 
Muslim Theologians in South Africa, 
said a 10,000-signature petition was 
submitted to the Saudi Embassy and 
General Commission for Tourism 
and National Heritage seeking relief 
from the fees.

The price of a visa to perform um-
rah, a pilgrimage that may be per-
formed at any time of the year, also 
rose sharply. Ahmed Bilal, an expa-
triate worker living in Taif, said the 
new fees will make it difficult to get 
his family to Saudi Arabia on umrah 
visas. “It makes it not easy to get the 
visa and it means I might have to 

take on some extra work,” he said, 
“but we will find a way.”

Short-term and transit visas is-
sued by Saudi Arabia are close to 
what other countries charge. Short-
term Saudi visa fees are slightly 
higher than Schengen visas issued 
by some EU countries. However, 
visitors incur greater expenses the 
longer they intend to stay in Saudi 
Arabia.

The visa fee hikes were imple-
mented to boost income as Saudi 
Arabia struggles to wean itself from 
oil revenues and develop a sus-

tainable economy. Measures taken 
include privatising 13 ministries, 
which will require public sector em-
ployees to reapply for jobs once the 
ministry goes private; taxing vacant 
land to encourage construction; 
slashing government employee bo-
nuses and allowances; and raising 
fuel prices.

“The measures are intended to 
help raise much-needed non-oil 
revenues. Businesses will have to 
pay an extra cost for travel as per 
global fee structures. The fee comes 
from a relatively low base and re-

mains competitive,” John Sfakiana-
kis, director of economic research at 
the Gulf Research Center, told Saudi 
Arabia’s Arab News.

A Saudi economist in Jeddah said 
the increased fees would have little 
effect on the number of internation-
al visitors.

“Saudi Arabia is riding a big wave 
in interest from foreign Muslims 
who want to see the land of the two 
holy mosques,” he said. “Visa re-
quirements are easier to meet and, 
although it may be more expensive 
now to get here, it’s every Muslim’s 

dream to come to Mecca and Medi-
na.”

The new fees would have little 
effect on large companies doing 
business in Saudi Arabia, he said, 
adding: “Large corporations see this 
as the cost of doing business and 
can absorb the costs but small and 
medium-sized businesses that rely 
heavily on expat labour may pass 
those costs to the consumer or cli-
ent.”

Rob L. Wagner is an Arab Weekly 
contributor based in Saudi Arabia.

Huge spike in Saudi visa fees
Rob L. Wagner

Muslim pilgrims walk outside the King Abdulaziz airport upon arrival at the Red Sea port city of Jeddah.
(AFP)

New Saudi visa fees 
have gone into force 
and are likely to have 
a significant effect 
on pilgrims.

Baghdad

A 

shura and Arbaeen are 
two of the most impor-
tant events in the Islamic 
Shia calendar. They com-
memorate the death of 

the Imam Hussain, the grandson of 
the Prophet who was killed 1,400 
years ago in a battle remembered as 
good versus evil.

Festivities memorialising the 
death of Hussain were heav-
ily clamped down by Iraqi leader 
Saddam Hussein and religious cer-
emonies were driven underground 
by the regime in Iraq.

Since Saddam’s fall in 2003, in-
stitutional freedoms paved the way 
for a reactionary rebound into a 
more religious society. The previ-
ously limited festivities during the 
Islamic months of Muharram and 
Safar are now seen in a plethora of 
activities culminating in the three-
day march from Najaf to Karbala to 
commemorate the 40th day after 
the martyrdom of the Imam.

Iraqi state media reported 22 
million foreign religious tourists 
passed through Iraq for the 2015 
pilgrimage, making it the greatest 
annual gathering of people in the 
country. Numbers have been rising 
year on year and 2016 is expected to 
be greater yet.

Nonetheless, due to mismanage-
ment by the Iraqi central govern-
ment, as described by Mahmood al-
Zubaidi, director-general of tourism 
at the Ministry of Tourism, the large 
number of pilgrims is not adding to 
the Iraqi economy.

“Nothing is organised,” Zubaidi 
said, “so many ministries get in-

volved, that nothing gets arranged: 
The Ministry of Transport, the Min-
istry of Tourism, the Interior Minis-
try and more.”

When compared with neighbour-
ing Saudi Arabia, host to the annual 
haj, which involves about 8 million 
pilgrims annually, it can be under-
stood where the Iraqi government is 
failing. Following implementation 
of a pilgrim’s tax, religious tourism 
in Saudi Arabia contributes $12 bil-
lion to the Saudi economy, account-
ing for 2.7% of Saudi’s gross domes-
tic product (GDP).

Iraq, on the other hand, receives 
some $3.7 billion annually in tour-
ism revenues, according to the 
World Travel and Tourism Council, 
a fraction of the Saudi figure despite 
millions more pilgrims visiting.

With spending on the war on the 
Islamic State (ISIS) and crashing oil 
prices, Iraq’s economy is increas-
ingly struggling and many minis-
tries are strapped for cash. Iraq is 
dependent on the International 
Monetary Fund for loans and was 
granted $5.34 billion earlier this 
year. That money could potentially 
be raised by the Ministry of Tour-
ism. A pilgrim tax was proposed for 
all international religious tourists; 
however that was seen as being un-
Islamic.

Zubaidi said the cost to the state 
of religious tourism is vast. “We 
provide free transport vehicles at 
the holy sites” and, with constant 
terrorism threats, “the cost of secu-

rity is vast.
“We have to also pay for the wag-

es, food and accommodation of all 
the soldiers who are brought in to 
protect the pilgrims.” Many of the 
soldiers were recalled from the bat-
tle with ISIS, weakening the offen-
sive.

Despite the heavy spending on 
the pilgrims, little return is seen by 
the Iraqi government. Iraq does not 
benefit from income tax to either 
businesses or citizens and therefore 
only private entities profit from the 
massive influx of tourists during the 
religious festivals.

Due to the free market system in 
Iraq, many of the private entities 
benefiting are foreign-based. Tour 
operators from Britain charge up to 
$3,700 per person, with little, if any 
trickling back into the Iraqi econo-
my. “Iranians are benefitting more 
than Iraqis from tourism in Iraq,” 
Zubaidi said, “the tour operators, 
the hotels, most are controlled by 
Iranian companies.”

Due to the importance of the 
events, many days are provided as 
national holidays to mark the reli-
gious festivities bringing a halt to 
productivity in the country, further 
crippling the already weakened Ira-
qi economy.

National holidays are given for 
the deaths of all important religious 
figure; holidays are also given for 
Eid and Christmas. These pressures 
affect all sectors within Iraq.

A senior clinician in Baghdad, 
who preferred to remain anony-
mous, explained how medical stu-
dents often miss weeks of studying 
due to religious festivals. “If you 
speak out against them, you are 
immediately labelled as disrespect-
ful,” he said.

Some are not happy with how 

Ashura is remembered. “I am ap-
palled to see how people remember 
Imam Hussain through acts of self-
harm and blood-shedding, I have 
even seen the acts being forced onto 
children,” said Mustafa al-Obaidi, a 
manager of a non-government or-
ganisation for internally displaced 
people in Iraq.

Many others welcome some of 
the commemorations. “The Ar-
baeen pilgrimage really highlights 
the brotherhood and giving nature 
of Iraqis,” said Elaf Yassin, a young 
Iraqi architect. “Throughout the 
march, people offer food, water and 
shelter completely free.”

Zubaidi said 90% of tourism in 
Iraq is religious tourism and with 
a little “creativity” it could be ex-
panded to cover far more than only 

the Shia holy sites. “Iraq has greatly 
important Sunni, Christian, Jewish 
and Yazidi holy sites,” he said.

Events such as Ashura and Arbae-
en are important to Shia Muslims 
and must be respected. However, 
in the same breath these events 
must not be used to the detriment 
of Iraq’s future. More organised and 
intelligent economic policies would 
help ground an infrastructure in 
which Iraq can benefit from the ex-
panding religious tourism industry.

Ahmed Twaij is a British doctor, 
born to Iraqi parents, researching in 
Iraq for a master’s degree in global 
health with conflict, security and 
development from King’s College 
London. He is also a freelance 
writer and photojournalist.

Religious tourism is failing Iraq’s economy
Ahmed Twaij

Iraqis commemorating the death of Imam Hussain in Baghdad’s 
Karrada on the eve of Ashura.                   (Ahmed Twaij).

22 million foreign 
religious tourists 
passed through Iraq 
for the 2015 
pilgrimage.
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Tunis

A 

lgeria for years resisted 
raising its reference price 
for crude oil in state 
budget forecasts, stick-
ing with $37 per barrel 

even when prices were booming. 
Excesses were used to build a rainy 
day fund and keep foreign currency 
reserves high.

But 2017’s draft budget broke 
with this traditional fiscal caution 
by setting an average price of crude 
oil at $50 per barrel as the country 
prepares for local and legislative 
elections — the latest political test 
for President Abdelaziz Bouteflika, 
whose nearly 20 years in office ends 
in 2019.

Oil and gas account for 95% of Al-
geria’s exports and 60% of the state 
budget.

A cabinet meeting in early Oc-
tober approved the draft budget, 
which slashes spending 14% but 
maintains social spending, includ-
ing subsidies, at current levels. Op-
position leaders warned the govern-
ment against “impoverishing” the 
population by adopting austerity 
measures in the 2017 draft budget.

“The fact that the budget fore-
casts are based on $50 (per barrel) is 
a good thing. That means that the fi-
nancial law is realistic and there will 
be more rigour and belt-tightening,” 
said economist M’hamed Hami-
douche. “The bad thing is a return 
to the policy of the 1980s, of launch-
ing bold investment projects when 
oil prices are high and stopping 
them during price contractions.”

Algeria has been struggling fi-
nancially since oil prices slumped 
in June 2014 from more than $100 
per barrel, forcing the government 
to delay ambitious plans to upgrade 
infrastructure.

Despite lower oil prices, Algeria 
has preserved two sacrosanct poli-
cies: Remaining free of foreign debt 
and maintaining high levels of for-
eign currency reserves.

Under Bouteflika, authorities 
have sought to avoid a repeat of 
the social upheaval of 1988 when 
shrinking oil prices pushed Algeria 
to reschedule its foreign debt, take 
austerity measures and grant politi-
cal concessions to the opposition.

Ultimately, the country plunged 
into a 10-year civil war pitting Is-
lamist insurgents against the pow-
erful military at the cost of more 
than 200,000 lives and an estimat-
ed $100 billion in economic damage 
and lost development opportuni-
ties.

“Bouteflika gave priority [in the 
2017 draft budget] to the necessities 
of the short term [by] maintaining 
the social transfers which represent 
about 25% of [gross domestic prod-
uct] GDP while reducing investment 
by more than 25%,” said economic 
analyst Kadi Ihsane.

“This move stems from Boutef-
lika’s political DNA. He always pays 
to win time. He resists and waits 
while paying for the costs of gaining 
the time.”

A social spending spree helped 
Algeria buy social peace and escape 
the turmoil of the “Arab spring” 
revolutions, which began in 2010 
and plunged some countries into 
violence and civil wars.

“The government fears the re-
percussions of a degradation of the 
social situation before the elections 
in 2017,” said Brahim Guendouzi, a 
financial consultant and economics 
professor.

Despite rising spending that cut 
an estimated $850 billion from 

funds Algeria had accumulated 
from oil and gas exports since 
Bouteflika took over as president 
in 1999, the country maintained a 
rainy day fund called Fund for the 
Regulation of Receipts (FRR).

Analysts said that moving the ref-
erence price of oil from $37 to $50 
suggested that the FRR might be 
depleted, requiring the government 
to draw from reserves or even be 
forced to tap the international bond 
market to plug budget gaps.

“The FRR is almost empty and 
with a budget deficit of 15% for 2016 
and 10% for 2017 according to the 
most optimistic forecasts, Algeria 
would likely resort to foreign debt 
for the next few years, [which] is 
not a bad thing if the debt will fi-
nance investment projects,” said 
Alexandre Kateb, an economist at 
TELL group.

Financial experts argue that Al-
geria must keep its budget deficit 
slightly less than $20 billion to pre-

serve its foreign currency reserves, 
which could dry up within three 
years if the deficits climb to $30 bil-
lion.

The World Bank and International 
Monetary Fund (IMF) forecast oil 
prices at $50 in 2017 and at $57 and 
$59 for the two following years be-
fore reaching $60 per barrel in 2020.

Algerian Prime Minister Abdel-
malek Sellal said: “Some experts 
predicted that Algeria’s economy 
would face difficulties during the 
next three years through 2019. We 
have studied the situation and con-
cluded that, until 2019, the foreign 
currency reserves will not fall below 
the threshold of $100 billion and in-
flation will remain stable between 
4% and 5% with GDP growing by 
3.5% in 2016 and 3.9% in 2017.”

The government’s supporters 
control parliament and a vote in fa-
vour of the draft budget in Decem-
ber is considered a foregone conclu-
sion.

Algeria raises oil 
price basis for 
next year’s budget
Lamine Ghanmi

A general view of the headquarters of Algeria’s state energy 
company Sonatrach in Algiers.

 Oil and gas account 
for 95% of Algeria’s 
exports and 60% of 
the state budget.

Cairo

P 

oorer Egyptians fear they 
will be especially hard 
pressed should the Central 
Bank of Egypt allow the 
Egyptian pound to float 

freely on the currency markets.
The pound flotation is a condition 

for Egypt to receive a $12 billion loan 
from the International Monetary 
Fund (IMF) to strengthen Cairo’s 
foreign currency reserves and gain 
investor confidence.

“All measures taken by the Cen-
tral Bank show that the pound fluc-
tuation is imminent,” economist 
Rashad Abdo said. “The pound flo-
tation is indispensable for economic 
reform in Egypt.”

The Egyptian pound has been los-
ing value to the US dollar over re-
cent months with a greenback now 
selling for 15 pounds on the black 
market. In January, the Central 
Bank devalued the pound by 30% 
putting the official exchange rate at 
about 8.88 pounds to the dollar.

But Egypt’s controlled foreign 
exchange regime created a paral-
lel market that has functioned as 
a magnet for dollars held by Egyp-
tians and billions of dollars sent in 
remittances by Egyptians working 
abroad, depriving the state treasury 
of US dollars.

Foreign currency reserves at the 
Central Bank stand at $19.6 billion 
but they are not nearly enough to 
satisfy import-dependent Egypt’s 
needs for more than a few months.

Central Bank officials were re-
luctant to talk about floating the 
pound, sometimes denying such a 
plan. However, IMF Managing Di-
rector Christine Lagarde recently 
said Egypt had “almost completed” 
the actions required for the IMF’s 
board to review its $12 billion loan 
accord, although some measures 
related to the exchange rate and 
subsidies were still pending.

Egypt has slashed water, electrici-
ty and energy subsidies. It is about to 
cut transport subsidies and plans to 
restructure its food subsidy regime, 
which benefits more than 70 mil-
lion Egyptians — more than three-
quarters of the country’s popula-
tion.

Abdo said he expects the pound 
flotation to be made by the end of 
the year.

Many fear the move would send 
prices of basic commodities shoot-
ing up, resulting in the impoverish-
ment of millions of people.

“The pound flotation will be 
catastrophic for millions of people 
who will have to bear the brunt of 
such a move,” said Fayqa al-Rifae, 
a former Central Bank deputy gov-
ernor. “Apart from raising the cost 
of imports, the flotation will raise 
commodity prices in the local mar-
ket, which will cause public resent-
ment.”

Commodity prices have in-
creased almost 40% in the last 

six months and the flota-
tion regime is expected 

to raise prices even 
more. Commodity 
prices have already 
risen on news of the 

flotation, ushering in 
calls for revolt. More 

Egyptian citizens report an in-
ability to buy essential items 
and there are expectations 

that Egypt’s poverty rate will 
rise.

More than 27% of Egyp-
tians are considered poor, an 

increase of about 1.5 million 
people since 2013. More peo-

ple are expected to fall into pov-
erty as Egypt adapts to IMF loan 

conditions.
This is fuelling nationwide anger, 

pitting the regime of President Ab-
del Fattah al-Sisi against millions of 
hungry Egyptians. There are calls 
for a popular uprising on Novem-

ber 11th against Sisi’s new economic 
measures.

To ease public anger, Sisi has 
promised to impose tighter control 
on the markets, stabilise prices and 
instruct the army and other state 
institutions to offer the public es-
sential goods at reduced prices. But 
his previous calls for such measures 
never came about and prices con-
tinued to increase.

A kilogram of rice sells for about 
90 US cents, up from 45 cents eight 
months ago. A kilogram of red meat, 
$9 last February, now sells for $13.

Economist Mukhtar al-Sherif said 
Sisi had a lot of work to do to ensure 
that public resentment at commod-
ity prices and deteriorating living 
conditions will not translate into 
public action that threatens his gov-
ernment.

“Apart from investing more in so-
cial welfare programmes, the gov-
ernment needs to impose very tight 
control on the market to ensure that 
commodity prices do not rise in a 
way that makes millions of people 
incapable of buying their needs,” 
said Sherif, an economics professor 
at al-Azhar University. “The govern-
ment also needs to end monopolies 
and open the door for more compe-
tition in the market, which will ben-
efit consumers.”

Egypt’s poor fret over prospect of currency float
Ahmed Megahid

An 
Egyptian 
vendor 
carries bread 
trays in the 
neighbourhood 
of El-Gamaliah, 
in Cairo, Egypt, 
on  October  
7th.

Egypt has slashed 
water, electricity and 
energy subsidies. It 
is about to cut 
transport subsidies.

IMF’s Lagarde: 
Saudi Arabia 
should keep 
reining in budget

IRGC says Iranian 
firms should lead 
oil projects

Turkish government 
steps in to help 
central bank

Saudi Arabia should continue 
to rein in spending and seek more 
ways to raise revenues despite 
recent increases in oil prices, Inter-
national Monetary Fund Managing 
Director Christine Lagarde said.

Lagarde said she welcomed steps 
that Saudi Arabia had taken to 
reduce reliance on oil and increase 
employment opportunities.

“Fiscal adjustment has started, 
with the government containing 
expenditures and raising additional 
revenues,” Lagarde said. “These 
efforts should continue over the 
medium-term including through 
further increases in energy prices 
which are still low by international 
standards.”
(Reuters)

A senior commander of Iran’s Is-
lamic Revolutionary Guards Corps 
(IRGC) said cooperation with for-
eign firms on oil projects was nec-
essary but putting them in charge 
would be a national “disgrace”.

“No one is against foreigners 
coming. We can have some coop-
eration with them,” said Brigadier-
General Ebadollah Abdollahi, head 
of the IRGC’s industrial conglomer-
ate Khatam al-Anbiya. “(But) it is a 
disgrace to be under the hands of 
foreigners when we have so many 
educated young people.”

Khatam al-Anbiya is Iran’s big-
gest industrial contractor and its 
leaders have opposed recent plans 
by the Oil Ministry to put inter-
national firms in charge of major 
projects.

Gholamreza Manouchehri, vice-
president of the National Iranian 
Oil Company, recently said for-
eign firms would take the lead on 
large-scale projects coming up for 
tender. However, Oil Minister Bijan 
Zanganeh appeared to row back 
on that decision, giving Khatam 
Al-Anbiya the chance to tender for 
the first major scheme, a $10 billion 
project to expand the South Azade-
gan oil field in south-western Iran.

Another Iranian conglomerate, 
Setad, which is supervised by the 
office of Supreme Leader Ayatollah 
Ali Khamenei, was also given the 
chance to bid for the project.

It will be the first tendering pro-
cess since sanctions were lifted as 
part of last year’s nuclear deal with 
world powers.
(Agence France-Presse)

The Turkish government plans to 
take a more active role in fighting 
inflation and will attempt to tame 
volatile food prices, senior econom-
ic officials said, moves designed to 
give the Central Bank more leeway 
for monetary easing.

The bank recently took a rare 
pause in its easing cycle, leaving 
rates on hold and citing the effects 
of a weaker lira on inflation. It had 
cut rates at the seven previous 
meetings.

The government is focused on 
keeping a lid on food prices, offi-
cials say, or at least lessen inflation’s 
effects on those costs. The aim is to 
shave 1 percentage point off head-
line inflation.

That may be easier said than 
done. The agricultural supply 
chain is rife with middlemen and 
hindered by bureaucracy. In some 
cases, produce is sold at four or five 
times its actual cost, none of which 
goes to producers.
(Reuters)
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Washington

R 

arely do the divine and 
artistic occupy the Na-
tional Mall in Washing-
ton and never before has 
the Quran dominated one 

of its famous museums before The 
Art of the Qur’an: Treasures from 
the Museum of Turkish and Islamic 
Arts (TIEM) at the Freer and Sackler 
Galleries of the Smithsonian Insti-
tution. The exhibition showcases 
more than 60 Quran manuscripts 
and detached folios from collec-
tions in Istanbul and Washington.

The show is the first major ex-
hibit of Qurans in the United States 
and the most significant in the West 
since the 1976 World of Islam Festi-
val at the British Museum. The age 
of the 47 TIEM pieces shown at the 
Sackler spans 1,000 years, from the 
late seventh century to the early 
17th centuries. They cover North 
Africa to South-west Asia. In 1914, 
Ottoman officials, fearful for the 
survival of the holy books as World 
War I loomed, gathered them into 
a soup kitchen of Istanbul’s Su-
leymaniye mosque and TIEM was 
born.

“I believe the timing of the exhib-
it is quite important, especially see-
ing what we’re going through in the 
world today. To me, 2016 seems like 
the modern Dark Ages,” said Yildi-
rim Ali Koc, vice-chairman of the 
board of Koc Holding, the exhibit’s 
main sponsor.

“Sadly, the perception of Is-
lam in the West today is far 
removed from the con-
cept of tolerance. 
We are naturally 
saddened 
and deeply 
concerned 
about efforts 
to associate 
Islam and 1.7 
billion people, 
one-quarter of the 
world’s population, 
with terror and vio-
lence.”

In creating the show, 
the TIEM and Sackler cu-
rators’ mission was neither 
religious nor political. Curators 
Massumeh Farhad and Simon Ret-
tig said they did not encounter Is-
lamophobia while organising the 
show, only the opportunity for 
scholarship and sharing the art of 
the Quran with Americans. “Mus-
lims are not different from Chris-
tians or people of any other faith,” 
Rettig said.

“Through the exhibition, the 
American public has an opportuni-
ty to discover another aspect of the 
Islamic world,” he said. “The exhib-
it breaks all the misconceptions we 
can have about a great civilisation. 
Some people won’t like it but it will 
help to construct a dialogue. The 
beauty of the works might change 
the minds of some people.”

He and Farhad present the holy 
book thematically, not chronologi-
cally. Two mulberry-painted rooms 
titled The Qur’an: God, Prophets, 
Believers, Prophethood and Com-
munity give way to a case of cal-
ligraphic implements and a table 
for children’s activities. Below a 
stairway lie two folios from a mon-
umental Quran created in 1400 in 
present-day Uzbekistan. The pages 
measure more than 1.5 metres in 
length and about 1 metre in width.

Next, blue walls matching the la-
pis fields of the illuminated Qurans 
surround viewers for lessons on 
Chapter and Verse, Ink and Gold, 
and Power and Prestige. In the last 
room, visitors can watch a video 
of Mohamed Zakariya, one of the 
world’s foremost calligraphers. 
They hear only the sound of his 
bamboo pen as it scratches across 
the page. By the end of the show, 
visitors might feel humbled, even 
corrupt, like errors floating in a 
Quran’s margins, ready for cover-
age with an artful cartouche.

“Massumeh and I spent a month 
and a half in Istanbul at the mu-
seum,” Rettig said. “It was nearly 
overwhelming. These Qurans are 
vehicles of divine blessing. They 

have an aura, whether you believe 
or not. They move you, touch you.”

Some of the Qurans were en-
dowed to religious institutions, 
some for private use. In the early 
years of Islam, calligraphers includ-
ed no vowel or diacritical marks. 
They placed few words on each 
page, the better to recite them. 
Gradually, new scripts developed. 
Burnished paper overcame parch-
ment and workshops opened. 
Calligraphers and illuminators 
separated into specialties. Artists 
incorporated gold, red, bits of green 
and non-oxidised silver to fields of 
blue and white. Embellished or not, 
in single or multiple volumes, the 
text remained the same.

People who cannot see the living 

words can visit the exhibit virtual-
ly. On the Sackler website — http://
www.asia.si.edu/exhibitions/cur-
rent/art-of-the-quran/default.php 
— readers can view pages of a few 
of the Qurans and trace the jour-
neys of other manuscripts through 
an interactive map.

A panel showing the different 
styles of calligraphy, their history 
and geographic origin would have 
added to the show, online and live.

Sensitive expert or discomfited 
novice, believer or non-believer, no 
one should miss the show, which 
closes February 20th.

Mary Sebold is a Washington-
based contributor to The Arab 
Weekly.

The Art of the Qur’an 
graces Washington’s 
National Mall
Mary Sebold

The show is the first 
major exhibit of 
Qurans in the United 
States and the most 
significant in the 
West since 1976.

Baghdad

T 

he old neighbourhood, 
with its minute details 
depicting traditional Iraqi 
architecture and people’s 
daily lives, looks real and 

vibrant. From the decorated build-
ing façades, the imposing carved 
doors with copper handles, oil lan-
terns hanging on walls at the en-
trances, the oud in the corner and 
the old carpets thrown on balconies’ 
railings, Ammar Azzawi’s miniature 
models represent the Iraqi capital’s 
fading architectural and cultural 
heritage.

Azzawi, a 30-year-old Iraqi artist, 
spent eight months working on two 
replicas of Baghdad’s old quarters 
to reproduce its heritage for future 
generations.

Some of the details depicted in 
Azzawi’s models have long with-
ered away due to urban develop-
ment and years of conflict and ne-
glect. “I had to rely on old photos 
that documented and illustrated 
these areas, exploring every minor 
detail to make my models the clos-
est to reality and as genuine a repro-
duction can be,” he said.

“I am trying not to miss on any 
details because I see it as a duty to 
transmit our beautiful heritage to all 
those who have been deprived from 
enjoying it,” Azzawi added.

Although he did not study fine 
arts at university, Azzawi, who de-
veloped his talent and passion pri-
vately with the support of his fam-
ily, sees himself as an artist with a 

mission. “By creating such minutely 
detailed scale models, I am actually 
perpetuating Iraq’s (architectural) 
heritage,” he said.

“My deepest wish was to study 
fine arts and sculpture as part of 
my academic studies but because 
of favouritism my application was 

rejected at the faculty of fine arts, 
so I had to settle for economics and 
management to complete my high-
er studies.”

Azzawi has been collecting minia-
ture models of cars and motorcycles 
since childhood, a passion that he 
developed by joining the Iraqi Club 

of Miniatures Amateurs.
“I cannot describe how thrilled 

I was while creating models from 
clay and cardboard,” he said. “I 
used to amaze my friends in the 
neighbourhood with my creations. 
Although I had some disappointing 
experiences, it did not stop me from 
trying again and again until I got the 
result I wanted.”

The minute replicas necessitated 
long hours of hard work in the small 
workshop that Azzawi set up in his 
family home in an old quarter of 
Baghdad. “Some of my dreams I 
have actually realised in this small 
space, including my first exhibition 
using the diorama technique,” he 
said.

A 3D replica or scale model is cre-
ated. It is typically used to show 
historical events, nature scenes or 
cityscapes for purposes of educa-
tion or entertainment. Dioramas are 
commonly used in museums.

Although the art of constructing 
miniature models is considered a 
contemporary exercise that is pop-
ular across Europe, Iraqi artists lag 
behind and have difficulties catch-
ing up, according to Iraqi sculptor 
Karim Khalil.

“There is a big gap between art-
ists in Iraq and those in other coun-
tries, be they Arab or Western coun-
tries, because art has become very 
particular and it is difficult for us to 
stay up to date,” Khalil said.

Without being overly enthusias-
tic about miniature reproductions, 
Khalil said: “There is no harm in 
developing this art, on condition 
not to copy the West or reproduce 
a Western culture that is not linked 
to our Iraqi environment or one that 

would be resisted by the people 
who are living under difficult secu-
rity and political circumstances that 
made them isolated and detached.”

Khalil bemoaned the drop in cre-
ativity among Iraqi artists, noting 
that “art in Iraq is influenced by im-
ported ideas from the West”.

“There is no Iraqi creativity as it 
used to be in the ‘60s, ‘70s and ‘80s 
of the last century, though some art-
ists have succeeded in transliterat-
ing and transmitting Iraq’s realities, 
which I call ‘Iraqisation’ of art, leav-
ing their fingerprints in cultural and 
fine arts circles,” Khalil added.

Nonetheless, Azzawi is deter-
mined to develop his hobby of 
building miniature models illustrat-
ing the heritage of Baghdad.

“It is a great pleasure to be able 
to transform evidence into a small-
scale reality. For this, I can use any 
available material that gives me 
the aspired result, including metal 
wires, wood and plastic, which are 
easy to manoeuvre. But not all ma-
terials are available in the Iraqi mar-
ket, necessitating sometimes to find 
alternative constituents,” Azzawi 
said.

Oumayma Omar, based in 
Baghdad, is a contributor to the 
Culture and Society section of The 
Arab Weekly.

Miniature models help preserve Baghdad’s heritage
Oumayma Omar

Miniature models by Iraqi artist Ammar Azzawi are meant to 
transmit Baghdad’s architectural heritage to future generations 

(Oumayma Omar)

Ammar Azzawi’s 
miniature models 
represent the Iraqi 
capital’s fading 
architectural and 
cultural heritage.

Massumeh Farhad (R) and Simon Rettig, curators of the exhibit The Art of the Qur’an: Treasures from 
the Museum of Turkish and Islamic Arts, look at pages from a 1.5-metres by 1-metre Quran displayed as 
part of the exhibit at the Sackler Gallery in Washington, on October 20th.
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Sharjah

T 

he small UAE emirate of 
Sharjah has come a long 
way in the field of pub-
lishing and promoting 
Arab literature and cul-

ture since it had its first interna-
tional book fair 34 years ago.

The 35th edition of the Sharjah 
International Book Fair — now the 
third largest book fair in the world 
— is scheduled for November 2nd-
12th at the Sharjah Expo Centre. 
It will feature 1.5 million books, 
including 88,000 new titles, pro-
duced by 1,420 publishing houses.

When the first Sharjah Interna-
tional Book Fair opened on January 
18th, 1982, there were only six pub-
lishers and few visitors. Late Pal-
estinian poet Mahmoud Darwish 
and other intellectuals and writers 
were present, reflecting the inten-
tion on the part of the Sharjah Book 
Authority to be a major exponent 
and platform of regional culture.

An author himself, the emirate’s 
ruler, Sheikh Sultan bin Muham-
mad al-Qasimi, was the driving 
force behind the event.

“Culture is a winning bet,” not-
ed Ahmed bin Rakkad al-Ameri, 
chairman of the Sharjah Book Au-
thority, invoking Sheikh Sultan’s 
quote that summarised the rise of 
the book fair from its humble be-
ginnings.

Ameri and his team increased 
the profile of the Sharjah Interna-
tional Book Fair (SIBF) by visiting 
other major book fairs and forging 
partnerships with international 
publishers and cultural institu-
tions, including UNESCO, the Unit-
ed Nations culture agency, this 
year’s guest of honour.

Working under the theme Read 
More as part of the Year of Reading 
being celebrated across the UAE, 
the event includes the third joint 
conference between the SIBF and 
the American Library Association, 
with the participation of more 

than 400 experts and librarians 
from academic, public, private and 
school libraries from around the 
world, Ameri said during a news 
conference.

“The logo of the book fair has 
been designed as a pen that can 
be used as a torch to illuminate 
the message of the UAE and Is-
lamic civilisation to reach the out-
side world,” he said, stressing that 
“from the outset, SIBF was con-
ceived not merely as a large mar-
ketplace for books but as a cultural 
event that brings together readers, 
publishers and intellectuals from 
the Arab world and from across the 
globe”.

Ameri said the UAE had the larg-

est share of participating publish-
ing houses at this year’s fair with 
205, followed by Egypt with 163, 
Lebanon and India with 110 each, 
the United Kingdom with 79, Syria 
66, the United States 63 and Saudi 
Arabia with 61.

The 35th SIBF edition is to fea-
ture top writers and cultural per-
sonalities among 228 specially 
invited guests. They include Cas-
sandra Clare, author of The Mortal 
Instruments: City of Bones; best-
selling thriller author Eric Van 
Lustbader, who has written 11 Ja-
son Bourne novels; novelist Holly 
Goldberg Sloan, author of I’ll Be 
There; Claudia Gray, author of the 
Star Wars series; and activist and 

author Sister Souljah.
Australian novelist and screen-

writer Graeme Simsion, whose 
book The Rosie Project has sold 
more than 1 million copies, is also 
to attend.

SIBF has been setting attend-
ance records each year with nearly 
1.3 million visitors in 2015, Ameri 
noted.

He projected that the 35th edi-
tion will be no different with a 
packed schedule of activities that 
cover the spectrum of arts, enter-
tainment, education, culture and 
creativity.

Ameri said interactive fea-
ture Read for Me utilises kiosks 
equipped with sound recording 

systems. Users can choose a book 
to read and their audio recordings 
will be sent to centres for disabled 
people and nursing homes.

The SIBF traditionally attracts 
thousands of families. Younger 
visitors can enjoy the Beijing Cir-
cus, the educational musical show 
Sesame, Addams Family perfor-
mances and the Digital Magician 
entertainment shows.

Sheikh Sultan has announced 
plans for a new exhibition centre — 
double the size of the current hall 
— to host the 2017 SIBF.

N.P. Krishna Kumar is a 
Dubai-based contributor to The 
Arab Weekly.

Sharjah International Book Fair sets 
a new trail in Arab culture
N.P. Krishna Kumar

A 2015 file picture of the Sharjah International Book Fair.                                                                                                          (Credit: http://emiratescalendar.com)

 The 35th SIBF 
edition is to feature 
top writers and 
cultural personalities 
among 228 specially 
invited guests.

What is it about food and men?

W
hen asked why 
she decided to 
focus on men 
and food in her 
book Nurturing 
Masculinities: 

Men, Food, and Family in 
Contemporary Egypt, Nefissa 
Naguib explained that in her 
research she found that women 
were always linked to food and 
men were always in the back-
ground.

Nurturing Masculinities 
examines why Egyptian men feel 
it is their duty to feed their 
families, the emotional attach-
ment to food while sharing it 
with your loved ones and the 
memories it can evoke.

“When Armenians migrated to 
Egypt, food is one of the last 
things they left behind, besides 
their language,” Naguib, an 
Egyptian, said, stressing the 
importance of food as a cultural 
link.

Although Naguib uses exam-
ples of Egyptian men, the issues 
she raises are universal and it 
made me think about how food is 
linked to cultural identity.

When migrants in Italy 

complained that the food they 
were offered was monotonous 
and indigestible, Italians shouted 
back, “Force them to eat pork!” 
as a means of punishment. The 
former United Nations head of 
the Zaatari camp for Syrian 
refugees in Jordan replied: “It’s 
inhumane to be forced to eat the 
same stuff all the time.” The war 
of words continues.

Falling under the categories of 
“Arab”, “Muslim” and “British”, I 
often wonder which category fits 
me most. I do not speak Arabic at 
home; my parents switched from 
watching Egyptian to American 
films; we live in a predominantly 
English area in London. One part 
of being Arab, however, has 
remained in our house: our food.

When my brother introduced 
my parents to the soft drink 
Mountain Dew, my father tasted 
it and his eyes lit up. He told my 
mother to try it and tell him what 
it reminds her of. She instantly 
said “Sinalco”, a popular soft 
drink sold in Iraq, and a funny 
story of them drinking it back 
home was shared with my 
brother and me.

There is something about sense 

of taste that stays sacred to 
immigrants. Most change their 
dress style to Western clothing 
and, through generations, 
homeland language is lost but it 
seems to be the opposite when it 
comes to world cuisine.

Last year, the BBC introduced a 
programme called Eating 
Together, celebrating how 
immigration made British food 
great. More immigrants are 
using their cooking skills to 
feed Westerners, sparking 
interest in learning more 
about the culture that 
brought the food they have 
come to enjoy.

However, there is a down 
side to immigrants eating 
their adopted country’s 
cuisine. Science Daily 
reported on a study that 
showed that migrants 
who eat their old cuisines 
often pay more to dine 
because they sometimes 
move to places where 
their familiar foods are 
more expensive.

Is it still a man’s duty 
to feed his family? It 
appears to be embedded in a 

man’s psyche. If we look at tribal 
times, it was the man who 
scouted for food, to look ahead, 
to plan, to prepare and to strat-
egise. Men tend to be physically 
stronger than women, therefore 
more equipped to protect the 
family.

Despite the rise of working 
women, the Daily Mail reported a 
few years ago most women 
instinctively want a man who will 
provide for them. However, 

figures released by the 
Office of National Statistics 
revealed husbands who 

provide are decreasing.
Therefore, a man’s instinct 

to provide seems to have 
come from a biological need 

rather than a cultural one, 
further emphasising these 
issues are universal, not only 

Arab related.
Nurturing Masculinities: Men, 

Food, and Family in Contempo-
rary Egypt by Nefissa Naguib, 
University of Texas Press, 152 

pages.

Dunia El-Zobaidi is a regular 
Arab Weekly contributor in 
London.

Dunia
El-Zobaidi

Books

Nurturing 
Masculinities 
examines why 
Egyptian men 
feel it is their 
duty to feed 
their families.

Is it still a 
man’s duty 
to feed his 
family? It 
appears to be 
embedded 
in a man’s 
psyche.
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Tunis

F 

or half a century, thou-
sands of people from 
across the world have 
learned Arabic at Tuni-
sia’s Bourguiba Institute 

for Modern Languages, reflecting 
the changing interests of the out-
side world towards the Arab re-
gion.

First, there were the British 
who in the 1960s crowded the in-
stitute’s classrooms. Hundreds of 
Americans followed in the 1970s. 
Over the past 15 years Chinese and 
South Korean students were no-
ticeable.

After being closed during the 
post-2011 tumult, the institute reo-
pened in 2013 to find Iranians and 
Turks among those attending the 
school again.

“The Bourguiba Institute has 
known waves of foreign students 
learning Arabic [and interested] in 
dealing with the Arab region,” said 
institute Director Imed Ben Am-

mar. “It is safe to say that the insti-
tute is the mirror of the Arab world 
and its relations with the succes-
sive powers of the world.”

The institute — named after the 
late president Habib Bourguiba, 
the founder of modern Tunisia 
— was intended to serve as a cul-
tural platform to strengthen links 
between Tunisia and the outside 
world.

The institute’s curriculum in-
cludes, beside Arabic language 
training, trips throughout Tunisia 
to expose students to local culture, 
traditions, livelihoods, food, arts 
and music.

“After a low ebb following the 
events of 2011, students from Asia, 
Europe and other parts of the 
world are back again en masse to 

learn the language and revive the 
role of the institute as a centre for 
foreigners to reach out to the Arab 
world,” Ben Ammar said.

Italian student Francesco Gan-
ialoto assessed his struggle with 
learning Arabic at the institute: 
“Arabic is not an easy language to 
learn quickly. When I arrived one 
year ago my level was almost zero. 
Now I can read the newspapers 
and listen to the radio in Arabic,” 
he said during a break between 
classes.

Joshua Fernandez travelled to 
Tunisia from the Philippines to 
study at the institute.

“There is a lot of interaction 
and immersion in the language 
because I live the language while 
studying it,” Fernandez said. “I’m 
interested in Tunisia since Tu-
nisia was the source of the ‘Arab 
spring’,” he added.

Nadia Sia, from Burkina Faso, 
said: “I want to work as an Arabic 
translator and interpreter. I need 
to know the context and the envi-
ronment of the language which is 
why I am here.”

Sonia Hamdi, a 30-year-old 

French woman of Tunisian origin, 
has another goal in mind for learn-
ing Arabic: “I do not need Arabic 
for my career. I’m learning Arabic 
to discover my country of origin, 
its culture and history, to renew 
with my roots.”

Turkey has ambitions to create 
a similar school in Istanbul and 
has been luring institute staff and 
teachers.

“They want to have a school just 
like the Bourguiba Institute,” Ben 
Ammar said. “We are open to co-
operating with them but we are ea-
ger to maintain the institute as we 
know it and to develop it further to 
meet the increasing demand from 
abroad.”

More than 250 million people 
in the Middle East and North Af-

rica speak Arabic in addition to 
languages such as Kurdish, Berber 
and Mehri. Arabic is used at vary-
ing levels of proficiency by the es-
timated 1 billion Muslims around 
the world. Arabic has been one of 
the United Nations’ official work-
ing languages since 1973.

However, in Tunisia and else-
where in the region, Arabic is 
increasingly coming under com-
petition from English and other 
languages as young people look for 
better careers and a future in a glo-
balised economy where Arabic lags 
other languages in the sciences, 
technology, arts and culture.

The Bourguiba Institute also at-
tracts hundreds of Tunisian stu-
dents. For them, the institute is a 
place to learn English or other lan-
guages, such as Chinese and Kore-
an, that can help them compete in 
the international marketplace.

“We have strong demand from 
Tunisians to learn English and in-
creasingly Chinese and Korean as 
well. We have the capabilities to 
meet all demands to help Tunisia 
be an open country in both ways,” 
said Ben Ammar.

Bourguiba Institute, an Arab education 
bridge to the world

Lamine Ghanmi

Foreign students attending an Arabic language lesson at Bourguiba Institute for Modern Languages                                         
                                                            (Khaoula Ben Amara)

 Education

The institute’s 
curriculum includes, 
beside Arabic 
language training, 
trips throughout 
Tunisia.

The institute 
reopened in 2013 to 
find Iranians and 
Turks among those 
attending the school 
again.

Education is the only hope for the Middle East

F
ierce fighting between 
a US-backed coalition, 
which includes support 
from Saudi Arabia, 
Jordan and the United 
Arab Emirates, is under 

way to oust the forces of the 
Islamic State (ISIS) from the Iraqi 
city of Mosul.

The United Nations said it is 
expecting about 150,000 people 
displaced by the fighting to seek 
shelter in makeshift camps.

In all probability, those num-
bers are likely to grow when 
equally heavy fighting follows 
once the battle for control of 
Raqqa, the main stronghold of 
ISIS forces in Syria, begins, 
creating a second front against 
the extremist jihadist group.

With winter weeks away, there 
are good reasons to fear for the 
well-being of these displaced 
people. They will most certainly 

spend at least the coming winter 
under UN tents.

Judging by the scale and the 
ferocity of the fighting in Mosul, 
it is conceivable that it may take 
months before Iraq’s second city 
is safe and reinhabited by its 
residents. ISIS has had a long time 
to prepare for the battle for 
Mosul, so Iraqi troops and their 
allies can expect to have to go 
slowly to remove improvised 
explosive devices and unex-
ploded ordnance.

ISIS combatants deployed 
hundreds of booby traps in cities 
and towns from which they 
retreated.

The powers involved in the 
coalitions fighting ISIS — the 
US-led group, the one led by 
Moscow as well as Arab countries 
involved — should begin to reflect 
on the future of these two cities, 
their adjoining regions, their 
battered populations and where 
they are likely to go from here.

There are two battles to be 
fought. The first is to remove the 
threat posed by ISIS. The second, 
which may prove to be more 

difficult than the first, is to 
educate the people of the region 
to avoid repetition of past 
conflicts.

If one is to look at the region’s 
history as a guide for what its 
future may be, the prognosis is 
rather bleak. Before these battles 
end is the time to take action and 
reflect upon how the future will 
shape the battered populations of 
this region. Hundreds of thou-
sands of people should not be left 
to idle away months and years in 
refugee tents. Doing so only 
provides potential recruits to 
perpetuate the never-ending 
cycle of violence.

The Arab countries that have 
invested much in financing the 
wars in Iraq and Syria should 
continue their investment in 
those two countries once the 
fighting subsides. This time they 
must invest in rebuilding not only 
the physical aspects of the 
battered cities and towns but also 
contribute towards establishing 
proper education for the children. 
And that should include religious 
education.

One place to start the rebuilding 
is to lead the inhabitants of Iraq 
and Syria into the unchartered 
waters of national reconciliation. 
Traditionally, animosity in that 
part of the world has tilted 
towards revenge, the eye-for-an-
eye philosophy mentioned in the 
Bible.

The trouble with the old ways is 
that they quench the desire for 
immediate vengeance but do little 
to address the problems they 
create for future generations.

What would it take to bring 
reconciliation to the Middle East 
conflicts? What would it take to 
replace strife and quick, almost 
knee-jerk reactions with dialogue 
and political maturity?

Defeating ISIS would be good 
but how do we avoid repetition of 
such violence?

The answer is education, educa-
tion and more education. A 
pertinent question though is: 
Who is to carry out this educa-
tion?

Claude Salhani is a regular 
columnist with The Arab Weekly.

Claude Salhani

View point
There is need 
to educate 
the people 
of the region 
to avoid 
repetition 
of past 
conflicts.

What would it take to bring 
reconciliation to the Middle 
East conflicts?
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Dubai

I 

nfertility, often caused by 
hereditary genetic diseases, 
consanguineous marriages 
and factors related to obesity, 
tobacco use and heat, is no 

longer a taboo subject in conserva-
tive Gulf societies.

With 18 government and private 
in vitro fertilisation (IVF) centres in 
the United Arab Emirates, infertil-
ity treatment tops the list of medi-
cal procedures sought by residents 
and medical tourists.

Dr Panayota Zarmakoupis, medi-
cal director at Medcare Fertility 
Centre in Dubai, projected there 
would be more fertility centres 
opening in the UAE as the need for 
infertility treatments is increasing.

Noting that many factors, most-
ly lifestyle-related, have contrib-
uted to decline in fertility, she ex-
plained: “Although the basics of 
infertility treatment are the same 
around the globe, geography and 
culture play a major role in the ac-
tual treatment of patients here and 
many factors pose unique chal-
lenges to the treatment of infertil-
ity in the UAE and Gulf region.”

“In the GCC specifically, male 
infertility is related to obesity, to-
bacco use, heat, steroid consump-
tion for bodybuilding and possibly 
consanguinity. In the female, in-
fertility is related to parental con-
sanguinity, vitamin D deficiency 
and obesity,” Zarmakoupis said.

Increased rates of consanguine-
ous marriages in the Gulf region’s 
conservative society give rise to 
genetic diseases and the need for 
preimplantation diagnosis and 
screening has to be discussed with 
the patients.

“Increasing awareness of the 
tools we have to eliminate the pos-
sibility of certain hereditary ge-
netic diseases and chromosomally 
screen the embryos before embryo 
transfer to choose healthy ones is 
one of our missions in the com-
munity. We firmly believe that an 
educated patient is the best patient 
we can possibly treat, as education 
helps make better choices for one’s 
own medical care,” Zarmakoupis 
said.

From once being a taboo subject, 
there has been an increased aware-

ness regarding infertility treat-
ments and available resources for 
patients.

“This has dramatically changed 
over the last few years with the 
help of media coverage and the 
fact that IVF treatment has also be-
come much more successful since 
the birth of the first IVF baby, Lou-
ise Brown, in 1978. Many advances 
in reproductive medicine have 
contributed to higher pregnancy 
rates for patients who are undergo-
ing assisted reproductive technol-
ogy (ART) treatment,” she said.

The most common infertility 
procedures are IVF, intracytoplas-
mic sperm injection (ICSI) and in-
trauterine insemination (IUI) — ar-
tificial insemination — explained 
Dr Pankaj Shrivastav, a pioneer in 
the field, having been invited by 
the Dubai government to set up 
and lead the first fertility facility 
in the UAE, the Dubai Gynaecology 
and Fertility Centre at the govern-

ment-run Rashid Hospital in 1991.
The centre was successful with 

the birth of its first IVF babies as 
early as 1992 and more than 2,000 
babies were born during his 12-year 
stint. With rising population and 
growing medical tourism, highly 
specialised private centres have 
since opened in the country.

“With government facilities in 
the UAE and the Gulf restricted 
to their own nationals and having 
long waiting lists, it is no surprise 
that couples from the UAE and 
nearby Gulf countries like Bah-

rain, Oman and Qatar seek out the 
services of specialised private IVF 
centres in the UAE,” said Shriv-
astav, who set up his own gynae-
cology and fertility facility called 
Conceive in the UAE in 2004.

“An increasing number of cou-
ples from Nigeria, Tanzania, 
Kenya, Djibouti, Ethiopia and 
also South Asia are coming here 
for advanced fertility treatment,” 
he said, arguing that the quality 
of services and the calibre of the 
medical personnel are the prime 
reason for the popularity of the 
UAE among childless couples.

“While earlier, Emirati couples 
used to seek treatment overseas, 
the availability of advanced fertil-
ity treatment in the UAE itself has 
meant that a major portion of the 
government’s medical expenses 
could be saved,” Shrivastav said.

“GS” and her husband [name 
withheld due to privacy concerns] 
said they went through a demoral-

ising experience at a top IVF clinic 
in London. After relocating to 
Dubai following a career change, 
the couple heard about  Shrivas-
tav and made an appointment. 
After that, they said, everything 
happened quickly, unlike in Brit-
ain where there were long wait-
ing periods. “GS” said she became 
pregnant through ICSI within two 
months. 

The general cost for IVF treat-
ment in the UAE is $5,445-$10,890, 
based on the kind of treatment, 
the credentials of the doctors, the 
location and the record of the fer-
tility centre.

Costs increase if preimplanta-
tion genetic diagnosis and screen-
ing is undertaken. The technique 
allows doctors to check embryos 
for specific genetic disorders or the 
entire chromosomal panel before 
transferring the embryos to the 
uterus. This increases the chances 
of a healthy baby being born.

Arab couples more open to state-of-the-art fertility treatment
N.P. Krishna Kumar

Many fertility treatment centres having highly specialised medical personnel and state-
of-art equipment are coming up in the UAE, as the need for infertility treatments are 
increasing significantly.       (Medcare Fertility Centre)

Dr Pankaj Shrivastav, Director, Conceive 
–The Gynaecology and Fertility Hospital, 
Sharjah and Dubai

Increased rates of 
consanguineous 
marriages in
the Gulf region’s 
conservative society 
give rise to genetic 
diseases.

Cairo

A 

few months ago, Soaad 
Hussein’s 5-year-old son 
was diagnosed with cer-
ebral atrophy. She took 
the boy to several spe-

cialised hospitals in Egypt for treat-
ment of the brain condition and 
spent a fortune but to no avail.

A relative told her about a centre 
in al-Arish in the Sinai peninsula 
that treats patients like her son us-
ing the bee stings and venom.

“I could not believe that this is 
a way of treatment until I visited 
the centre and found a lot of peo-
ple waiting for their turn there,” 
said Hussein, 52 and a resident of 
Cairo. “Centre officials told me that 
it would take them 36 bee stinging 
sessions to treat my son.”

Treatment with bee stings and 
venom is the latest medical trend 
in Egypt. Tired of traditional treat-
ments, a growing number of people 
are resorting to bee stings to treat 
diseases such as rheumatoid arthri-
tis, osteoarthritis, liver disease and 
cancer.

Centres using bee stings and 
venom treatments have popped 
up in several parts of Egypt in the 
past few years. Inside the centres, 
white-clad, self-styled specialists 
hold bees with tweezers and allow 

them to sting patients repeatedly. 
The location of the stings is deter-
mined by the disease being treated.

People involved in the contro-
versial therapy say more patients 
are applying to be stung by bees as 
treatment for a wide range of dis-
eases.

“This stinging is paying off in a 
large number of cases,” said Mo-
hamed Abdel Tawab, an independ-
ent researcher looking into treat-
ment with bee stings. “Marvellous 
treatment results have started to 

invite the attention of a large num-
ber of people.”

Ahmed Abdel Wahid, a 39-year-
old civil servant, is one of them.  He 
said he was diagnosed with hepati-
tis C a few years ago and had seri-
ous problems with his liver. He vis-
ited the centre in al-Arish, where he 
was stung by bees on his stomach. 
He said the stings were very pain-
ful, causing parts of his stomach to 
swell and turn red. But “overall, I 
feel the improvement in my body”, 
Abdel Wahid said.

There is no accurate estimate of 
the number of centres using bee-
sting therapies and most of those 
that exist are unapproved by au-
thorities, Abdel Tawab said.

There is a dearth of research on 
bee stings and venom as a medi-
cal method and Egyptian medical 
specialists said the treatment is a 
swindle. They said when a person 
is stung by a bee, it sets off negative 
reactions in the body, not disease 
treatment.

“There is no scientific evidence 
that bee venom can treat such se-
rious diseases,” said Hani al-Nazer, 
the former head of the government-
run National Research Centre. 
“People at these centres exploit pa-
tients’ desperation with traditional 
treatment methods as well as their 
ignorance to take money from them 
under the pretext that they treat 
them with bee stings and venom.”

Nazer called on authorities to 
crack down on the bee-sting cen-
tres.

Some centres have been closed 
by authorities, which accused the 
owners of illegally taking money 
from patients.

Hussein took her son to a centre 
in al-Arish, about 300km north-east 
of Cairo. Centre workers told her 
that the boy needed three sessions 
every week for three months.

“The boy was stung in his face by 
bees 150 times every session,” Hus-
sein said. “It was extremely painful 

but we had to wait in the hope of 
seeing any positive results.”

The results were unbelievable, 
she said. The boy, who could not 
move his arms or walk, now moves 
his arms, walks and talks. His lan-
guage remained hardly compre-
hensible, which is why Hussein 
consulted a speech therapist.

Few similar success stories can 
be found, although centre director 
Mohamed Naguib said his centre 
has treated scores of people in re-
cent months.

“Treatment by bee sting and ven-
om is a ray of hope for thousands of 
patients who cannot find suitable 
treatment to their diseases,” Naguib 
said. “Bee stings are producing very 
positive results, which is making a 
large number of people interested.”

He said as many as 500 patients 
visit his centre for treatment every 
day and the centre has a waiting list 
for patients seeking treatment. Na-
guib said the centre charges $5-$50 
a session, depending on the num-
ber of stings.

Ibrahim Ouf is an Egyptian journal-
ist based in Cairo.

Bee stings are Egypt’s latest medical treatment 
Ibrahim Ouf

Bee stings are used to 
treat diseases such as 
rheumatoid arthritis, 
osteoarthritis, liver 
disease and cancer.
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I 

t is an imperative leg on the 
itinerary of any visitor of Leb-
anon and one of the country’s 
main tourist attractions. Be-
iteddine — the House of Faith 

— a small village nestled at an alti-
tude of 850 metres in the heart of 
the Chouf Mountains, is a vibrant 
testimony of early 19th-century 
Lebanese architecture with its 
four palaces, old stone houses and 
hanging gardens and terraces.

While other villages are spoiled 
with multistory buildings and con-
crete structures, preserving the 
traditional and historic features 
of Beiteddine, 41km south-east 
of Beirut, is at the core of the mu-
nicipality’s development strategy. 
“Look around you. You can only 
see stone houses. It is forbidden to 
use other materials or build more 
than one level above the ground 
floor,” municipal council member 
Alfred Najem said.

He said the municipality is plan-
ning to build a road that bypasses 
the village to reduce traffic through 
its narrow roads and preserve the 
old buildings from pollution. “Only 
those coming to Beiteddine proper 
would be using the old road, the 
others would go around it,” Najem 
said of the 2.4-sq.-km village.

Beiteddine Palace complex, 
which was built in the early 19th 
century by Emir Bashir Chehab 
II, the ruler of Mount Lebanon, is 
indisputably the highlight of the 
Chouf Mountains. Sitting majesti-
cally on a hill surrounded by ter-
raced gardens and orchards, the 
palace attracts thousands of visi-
tors annually.

“Arab tourists have become ex-
tremely rare for the past five years, 
since the war started in Syria,” Na-
jem said. “Also foreign visitors are 
scarce but we rely a lot on internal 
tourism. Students visit Beiteddine 
Palace as part of history class.”

It took 30 years to build the palace 
with the help of Italian architects. 
“Emir Bashir built friendships with 

many foreign dignitaries and rul-
ers, from Italy and France. He was 
not very rich. He used to dispatch 
his cavalry to help the Italians in 
their wars against the Ottomans 
and in return they sent him archi-
tects to build the palace,” said local 
guide Georges Dib.

“The emir requested each of his 
able-bodied male subjects provide 
two days of unpaid labour to help 
in the palace construction. All the 
intricate stone and marble carving 
was done by local hands and the 
wood covering ceilings and walls 

came from cedar trees, while mar-
ble was brought from Italy,” Dib 
added.

Walking through, al-Midan, the 
outside courtyard, at the palace 
entrance where horsemen used to 
demonstrate jousting talents, then 
into the inner court and its elegant 
fountain enclosed between the 
palace arcaded wings, visitors are 
thrust back two centuries.

A highlight of the palace visit is 
the hammam, or baths, a prede-
cessor of modern-day spas. It is 
divided into three sections, a cold 
room for undressing and relaxa-
tion before and after the bath; the 
lukewarm room, which was used 
for massages; and warm rooms for 
the actual washing.

“Supplying the palace with wa-
ter from a source in the valley was 
a main concern at the time that 
even puzzled the Italian architects 
but a ‘fool’s’ wisdom solved the 

problem,” Najem recounted.
“One day, the emir shared his 

concern with his ‘fool’, Akhwat 
Chanay, and the latter replied: ‘It 
is very easy, my lord. You just have 
to line up your troops between the 
palace and al-Safa spring (in anoth-
er village at a higher altitude from 
Beiteddine) and ask each one of 
them to dig his own grave.’

“That’s how running water came 
to the palace and the Channel of 
the Emir is still being used today,” 
Najem said.

The palace, used as a summer 
residence for Lebanese presidents, 
includes a museum where old cos-
tumes, jewellery and weapons are 
displayed. A sword given by Bona-
parte to the emir disappeared from 
the museum during the 1975-90 
civil war when militiamen occu-
pied the palace.

Beiteddine, also known for its 
annual international art festival, 
boasts Lebanon’s only hotel locat-
ed in a 200-year-old palace. Also 
built by Bashir for one of his three 
sons, Emir Amin Palace was turned 
into a five-star hotel, the Mir Amin, 
in 1974. With its 24 rooms and 
suites that open onto private pa-
tios and a hanging garden, guests 
experience palace life in the 19th 
century.

In the summer, the palace is a 
favourite venue for wedding re-
ceptions, general manager Tony 
Gergess said. “It is a prime location 
and a unique building where any 
bride dreams to celebrate the most 
important day of her life. She is the 
princess of the palace for a whole 
day,” he said.

Samar Kadi is The Arab Weekly 
Travel and Society section editor.
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Tunis:
Through November 5th

The Carthage Film Festival is 
an annual event that show-
cases films from the Maghreb, 
Africa and the Middle East. In 
its 27th edition, the festival 
will take place in Tunis and 
other regions of Tunisia over 
eight days. A parallel pro-
gramme will include world 
cinema projections, seminars, 
debates and meetings. The 
2016 festival will celebrate the 
50th anniversary of the event’s 
founding in 1966.

London:
Through November 6th 

The Nour Festival of Arts high-
lights the best contemporary 
Middle Eastern and North Af-
rican arts and culture each Oc-
tober and November in venues 
across Kensington and Chelsea 
in London. The festival pro-
gramme features exhibitions, 
music, cinema, food, talks and 
dance performances.

Dubai:
November 1st-April 8th

Global Village is a large sea-
sonal cultural event in Dubai 
that offers an array of festivals, 
shopping and entertainment in 
an open-air theme park. This 
entertainment and shopping 
destination includes more 
than 75 participating countries, 
dozens of fun rides and 26 
restaurants offering food from 
around the world.

Beirut:
November 13th

The 14th Beirut Marathon in-
cludes runners from Lebanon 
and around the world. Runners 
will make their way through 
the city on a 42.2km route that 
passes historic monuments 
and medieval buildings.

Beirut:
November 17th-19th

The sixth Beirut Cooking 
Festival will take place at the 
Biel Pavillon Royal. The event 
brings together the best in cui-
sine, wines, beer and spirits. 
Celebrity chefs will be present 
to meet people and share reci-
pes, entertaining dishes, cock-
tail courses and new trends in 
cooking,

Dubai:
November 22nd-26th

The Complete Works of Wil-
liam Shakespeare (Abridged) is 
a fast-paced theatrical romp 
through all 37 of Shakespeare’s 
plays. The 97-minute show 
features Shakespeare as never 
seen before, including Othello 
presented as a rap song. The 
show is scheduled to take 
place at the Dubai Community 
Theatre and Arts Centre.

Marrakech:
December 2nd- 10th

The Marrakech International 
Film Festival showcases some 
of the year’s most important 
cinematic works from within 
the region and internationally. 
The programme includes trib-
utes, conferences and debates 
in addition to the official film 
competition. Hungarian film-
maker Bela Tarr will serve as 
jury president.
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The small village is 
nestled at an altitude 
of 850 metres in the 
heart of the Chouf 
Mountains.

Beiteddine: A vibrant testimony 
of early 19th-century Lebanon
Samar Kadi

With its early 19th-century palace complex and other smaller palaces, Beiteddine in Lebanon’s Chouf Mountain is a popular tourist destination.

Mir Amin palace, a five-star hotel in Beiteddine, Lebanon, is a good example of early 19th-century 
Lebanese architecture.

The 19th-century hotel turned palace of Mir Amin in the village of Beiteddine in Lebanon’s Chouf 
Mountains is a popular venue for big weddings.


